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FIRST EDITION


  Susan Forest

  To Isabel,

  Who gave me new understanding of pride in one’s homeland, and of the accepted and the exotic.

  To Heather,

  Who helped me to see how the concerns of migration are close to home.

Lucas K. Law

  To everyone going through a transition,

  Choice or no choice,

  Have faith in yourself, seek help if needed, and remain optimistic.

  In memory of those who came before us

  and

  made this world a better place for us to strive and be “us”.
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  FOREWORD

Lucas K. Law

Each of us has our own idea and vision of migrations and fractured borders. Often, our first thought is of migrations on the physical plane, though with consideration we might recognize emotional or even spiritual migrations. These days, there is a tendency to associate migrations with refugees and illegal immigrants. There are dangers in such assumptions.

My maternal grandfather and his brother left China with their father in 1916. They left their sister and family behind. Later, during the Chinese civil war in the late 1940s, my grandfather lost contact with his sister. Though he gained opportunities in Malaysia, his adopted country, he lost all family ties in China, the country he left behind.

My grandfather spent most of his life in rural plantations and fishing villages, as a shopkeeper, a farmer, and a small business owner, before he retired. When he could no longer care for himself, he moved again, to the city, to live with his son and family.

So often, physical movement is the focus of a migration story when it first unfolds. But each move is more than a simple relocation. It is a transformation of time, place, and being. Each decision affects a multiplicity of others.

It is difficult for those who have never faced such decisions to truly comprehend the complexity and conflict that takes place in body, mind, and spirit—what my grandfather and so many others had gone through in such transitions, responding to economic challenges, employment and new opportunities, and finally, to failing health. And these are only a few of the myriad factors affecting the reasons people migrate.

Migrants are much more than refugees and illegal immigrants. We might name “them” in many different ways, and cast them in new lights: explorers, drifters, nomads, expatriates, evacuees, pilgrims, colonists, aliens, strangers, visitors, intruders, conquerors, exiles, asylum seekers, outsiders.

Within such complexity, what are the commonalities? Transition and change. Boundaries, visible or invisible, voluntary or involuntary, internal or external. The price paid. And the attainment of a new life, a new world, a new reality, for good or ill.

The genesis of this anthology comes from my family history, but it also comes as an outgrowth of the first two anthologies in the ‘social causes’ series, Strangers Among Us: Tales of the Underdogs and Outcasts—the fine balance between mental health and mental illness—and The Sum of Us: Tales of the Bonded and Bound—the world of caregiving and caregivers.

In Shades Within Us, Eric Choi, Gillian Clinton, and twenty-one authors capture the displacement of the migrating body, mind, and spirit to explore struggles and sacrifices, survival and redemption, losses and gains, in their Tales of Migrations and Fractured Borders. They ask us to open our eyes to see, our ears to hear, and our hearts to understand, that each of us may be impacted somewhere along our journeys. And they also ask us to face those adversities and challenges with equal determination, resiliency, and humility—and not to hide behind the shades within us.

Please support your local charitable organizations and do take care of your own health. Be kind and generous to yourself and to others. Be ready to give back and pay forward. A portion of this anthology’s net revenue goes to support Mood Disorders Association and the Alex Community Food Centre.

—Lucas K. Law, Calgary and Qualicum Beach, Canada, 2018


  INTRODUCTION

Eric Choi & Gillian Clinton

One of our favourite things in Toronto is a bronze sculpture at the foot of Yonge Street called “Immigrant Family” by Tom Otterness. A man holding two small suitcases, likely containing all the family’s worldly possessions, looks tenderly at a woman cradling a small child in her arms. Their round, larger-than-life faces poignantly express all the fears for the present—and hopes for the future—that have been the experience of newcomers for centuries.

Sadly, the warmth and optimism expressed by “Immigrant Family” is sometimes lacking in discussions of migration and borders. Dangerous political persuasions, usually based on a malignant mix of xenophobia and nostalgia, have taken hold in many places. Those who fear the very notion of new people and new ideas coming together often look backward for comfort. “We always look to the past and wish we could return,” says a character in “The Travellers” by Amanda Sun. “We always think things were better in that imagined golden age.”

This is what makes the theme of Shades Within Us so incredibly relevant. Here, you will find twenty-one stories that explore the complex world (and worlds) of migration and newcomers through the unique lens of speculative fiction. The existential threat of climate change is the driver for displacement in “Remembering the Green” by Seanan McGuire, “Habitat” by Christie Yant and “In a Bar by the Ocean, the World Waits” by Hayden Trenholm, while economic upheavals caused by new technology compel the protagonist in “The Marsh of Camarina” by Matthew Kressel to relocate. “From the Shoals of Broken Cities” by Heather Osborne and “Gilbert Tong’s Life List” by Kate Heartfield remind us of the emotional toll that migration can exact upon families. “Devouring Tongues” by S.L. Huang is a parable for newcomers trying to preserve their heritage, while “Porque el girasol se llama el girasol” by Rich Larson could have been ripped from today’s headlines.

Both of us are immigrants to Canada. Coming respectively from Britain and a former British colony, we were privileged newcomers. We never had to cross the ocean in a small, overcrowded makeshift boat. Our lives were never in danger. Over the years, we have occasionally encountered prejudice and discrimination. Sometimes we were called names, or people would make fun of the way we talked, or the clothes we wore, or the shape of our eyes.

But far more often, we experienced and continue to appreciate the generosity and friendship of our fellow Canadians, old and new, and of all backgrounds and ethnicities. Canada has given both of us opportunities that would not have been possible had our parents not made the courageous decision for us to become Immigrant Families. “They leave because they desire to,” writes a character in “Imago” by Elsie Chapman. “They migrate . . . because it is simply their choice.”

Much has been written about the social, economic and cultural (and culinary!) benefits of migration and open frontiers (a term we prefer to “fractured” borders), but nobody needs to convince us. We see it every day, just by looking at each other.

As writers and readers of speculative fiction, we have an opportunity to help resist nostalgia-based fears. Fiction, and particularly speculative fiction, can do this because it is not just about what is and what was, but what could be. It is more important than ever to try and imagine futures that are optimistic and beautiful. To paraphrase novelist Mohsin Hamid, why must it be called a migrant “crisis” when it could really be a migrant opportunity? The coming together of people from all places and backgrounds could bring a new world into existence in the next fifty or a hundred years that will be magnificent. By being open to new possibilities and not clinging to the past, we may finally embrace all the different shades within us.

—Eric Choi & Gillian Clinton, Toronto, Canada, 2018


  PORQUE EL GIRASOL SE LLAMA EL GIRASOL
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Rich Larson

Girasol watches as her mother shakes the entanglers out onto the hotel bed. They are small and spiny. They remind her of the purple sea urchins she was hunting in the netgame she can’t play anymore, because they had to take the chips out of their phones and crush them with a metal rolling pin before they left Las Cruces.

She is not sure she will be able to swallow one. It makes her nervous.

Her mother plucks the first entangler off the bedspread and peers at it. Her mouth is all tight, how it was when they checked in and the clerk passed her the little plastic bag.

“Peanut butter or grape jelly?” she asks, because she took a fistful of condiment packets from the breakfast room.

“Jelly.”

Her mother peels the packet open and rolls the entangler inside, globbing it in pale purple. Girasol takes it in her hand, getting her fingers sticky, and stares down at it. Ten points, she thinks. She puts it in her mouth.

She gags it back up. It pokes in her throat and she thinks she can feel it squirming a little, like it is alive. Her eyes start to water.

“Squeeze your thumb in your fist when you do it,” her mother says. “Squeeze hard.”

It takes three tries, and when it finally stays down Girasol is gasping and trying not to sob. Her throat is scraped raw. Her mother rubs between her shoulder blades, then takes the second entangler and swallows it. Her face twitches just once. Then she goes back to rubbing Girasol’s back.

“My brave girl,” she coos. “Brave girl, sunflower. Do you feel it?”

“I don’t know. Yes.”

For a few moments, Girasol feels only nausea. Then the entangler starts to prickle in her gut. Warmer, warmer.

“You should feel it.”

“I do. I feel it.”

“It should feel like a little magnet inside your belly.”

“I feel it.”

Her mother’s voice is stretched out like it might snap. “Okay.”
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They test the entanglers outside, on the cracked and bubbled tarmac of the parking lot. Emptiness on all sides. Their motel is last in a ragged row of gas stations and stopovers, after which there is only the highway churning away to horizon. In the far far distance, they can see the Wall: a slouching beast of concrete and quickcrete latticed with swaying scaffold. Workers climb up and down it like ants; drones swarm overtop of it like flies.

Girasol has never seen the Wall in real life before. It makes her feel giddy. Her teacher only showed them photos of the Wall in class, and had them draw a picture of it on their smeary-screened school tablets.

While Girasol drew, the teacher stopped over her to ask, in a cheery voice, what her parents thought of the Wall. She gave the answer her mother told her always to give: their country was so good that bad people always wanted to come in and wreck it, because they were jealous, and the Wall was good because it kept them out. Then the teacher asked Fatima, and then Maria, but nobody else.

Girasol is still staring off at the Wall when her mother’s charcoal-coloured scarf drops over her eyes. She feels her mother’s strong fingers knot it behind her head.

“Count to ten, then try to walk to me.”

“In English?” Girasol asks, because she knows the other way, too. She tried to teach it to Brock on the swings, but a supervisor heard and told her it was bad to be a show-off like that.

“However you like.”

Girasol plugs her ears so she won’t hear her mother’s footsteps, and she counts aloud, fast, unodostrescuatro, all the way to ten. When she stops counting, the world is very quiet. She can feel the sun soaking her hair and a breeze kicking up dust against her bare shins.

“Mama?” she calls, even though she knows it is cheating.

Her mother says nothing back; Girasol hears only the distant rumble of autotrucks on the highway.

But in her belly, the entangler twitches. Tugs. Girasol thinks of the silly game they used to play in their apartment, where her mother asks ¿por qué el girasol se llama el girasol? and Girasol pretends not to know and asks why, why, why, and her mother lifts her up and says porque gira gira gira hacia el sol, and while she says it they spin in a dizzy circle, girando like a sunflower searching for the sun.

Girasol turns on her heels, following the tug of the entangler. As she starts to walk, she remembers all the cracks in the tarmac and hopes she will not trip. Step, pause, step. She stretches out her hands as the tug grows stronger. Eventually she touches the rough fabric of her mother’s sleeve.

She yanks the scarf down and beams. “Tag, you’re it.”

Her mother nearly smiles. “They work,” she says. “Good.”

They take turns with the scarf, practicing over and over, as the sun sinks, turning the dusty sky red and stretching their shadows long and spindly. They learn how to follow the entanglers’ subtle twists and turns so they can track each other even moving.

Girasol is taking one last turn with the scarf over her eyes when the entangler in her stomach suddenly bucks and writhes. She thrusts out both hands, but instead of her mother’s shirt, she touches something slippery and caked with grime. Her nostrils fill with a smell like summer storms, but stronger and more chemical.

She yanks the scarf down.

The Cheshire Man is tall and pale and bony. His coat looks like it is made of moulting plastic, layers on dust-caked layers, and he wears a wide-brimmed hat. His eyes are set deep in shadows like bruises.

“You lied,” he says, in a strange buzzing voice. “You said she was older. I don’t take children.”

Girasol realizes her mother is behind her now, hands gripping her shoulders a little too tight. “She already swallowed the entangler,” she says.

“I could take it back out,” the Cheshire Man says, and Girasol flinches away, as if he might plunge his long skeletal fingers right into her belly. He looks down at her, then back to her mother. “You understand the risks. She doesn’t.”

“The risk is we die,” Girasol says. Her mother told her that, back before they left Las Cruces.

The Cheshire Man crouches down, folding his long frame uncanny quick, and looks her in the eye. She can see the bones of his face almost poking out his skin. She tries not to be frightened.

“And do you have an impeccable understanding of death, girl?” he asks, in that voice that sounds like he has wasps inside his mouth.

Girasol inhales. “Auntie Maria is dead,” she says. “Papa is dead. Daniel and Juanita are dead. If we stay, we will be dead, or be in a build camp.”

“What a good little loro you are.” The Cheshire Man straightens up, and slides his hands against each other, once, twice. Girasol sees his palms are crisscrossed with scars. “On your head be it,” he says, not to her but to her mother. “Come.”

He turns and starts to walk, and Girasol sees an old dented van idling on the highway shoulder. She can just make out the moving silhouettes through the window. She walks hand-in-hand with her mother, whose grip is clenched slick, and remembers what loro means right as they arrive at the van. Parrot.

The Cheshire Man hauls the door open, rust screeching on rust. There are men and women huddled inside. Some of the women have scarves around their heads. Some of the men have uncitizen brands on their brown forearms. They all look scared.

Girasol pauses there. “I am not a parrot,” she tells the Cheshire Man.

His mouth stretches out in a grin that seems too wide for his face, like it might split in two. “If only you were. You could fly instead of quantum walk.”

Her mother nudges her from behind and she climbs inside.
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The van does not drive itself, which seems strange and dangerous to Girasol. The Cheshire Man steers it with the emergency wheel instead. At the same time, he swipes and jabs at the holo display on the dash, which shows swarms of red and green that make no sense to Girasol. He is skyping with three or four different people about windows and satspots and things she has never heard of before, his voice clipped tight as he switches between the calls.

In the back of the van, nobody speaks. A very old woman is trying to swallow her entangler, even as they bounce and jolt along, and Girasol silently shows her to squeeze her thumb inside her fist while she does it. She gets it down before they leave the highway and carve out into the desert. The van’s tires plow up dust, and Girasol suspects this is how they are staying hidden from the drones, in this cloud of swirling sand.

The sky outside is dark when they stop. Everyone troops out of the van to stand in a ragged semi-circle, blinking at each other in the gloom. The Wall is even closer now, close enough that Girasol can see the outer fence and the barracks and construction equipment. In all other directions she only sees desert.

She can feel fear mixing up with excitement in her stomach, and she can feel the entanglers, too. Now that there are so many of them, it’s like being in a web of invisible cables, all of them stretched taut. She is glad she can still tell which one is her mother’s. It pulls a little stronger than the others.

Girasol hears the sound of tearing circuitry and the glug-glug of something being poured; a moment later the sharp smell of gasoline makes her eyes water. The Cheshire Man emerges, wordlessly motioning them backward. There is a dull thump, a whoosh, and the back of the van bursts into crackling flame.

“We will be moving quickly in single file,” the Cheshire Man says. “We will stop when I raise my fist. We will go when I lower it.”

He strips off his coat and lets it slither to the sand. He is bare-chested underneath it, work coveralls peeled down to his waist.

“Even with the entanglers, your bodies can’t handle prolonged exposure. There will be two detours before we can exit a safe distance past the border.”

In the harsh firelight, Girasol sees something rust-red and far larger than an entangler rippling in his pale abdomen. He takes off his hat and sets it delicately on the folds of his coat.

The entangler in Girasol’s gut starts to writhe, drawing her toward the Cheshire Man. In the corner of her eye, she sees a few other people stumble forward.

Her mother squeezes her hand tight as they shuffle into line. “Ready, sunflower?” she whispers. “Ready, Girasol?”

The Cheshire Man takes two precise steps to the right and stretches out his hand. Girasol blinks hard, because his bony fingers are no longer there, disappearing into the air like he slipped them into his pocket.

“This way,” he says, then walks forward and vanishes completely.

The woman at the front of the line gives a strangled cry of surprise. She looks back over her shoulder, murmurs to her family in a language Girasol doesn’t know, then follows the Cheshire Man. She disappears.

Girasol’s heart is pounding. Her mother told her, back in Las Cruces, about the quantum walk. About the world having different layers that never meet, except for when a man who was maybe not quite a man shredded through them. About the inside-out tunnel they would take. But she hadn’t pictured it like this, with the burning van and the stench of scared sweat and people eaten up by the dark one by one.

“I’m not ready,” she says. “Mama, I’m not ready. I don’t feel brave.”

“Me neither,” her mother murmurs. “We’ll have to do it first, and feel brave later.”

The pull of the entangler gets stronger and stronger as the line moves forward, until the man with the wiry beard and nylon jacket in front of them says que Dios nos ayude and steps into nothingness. Girasol closes her eyes, pretending she is back in the parking lot practicing. Clutching her mother’s hand behind her back, she steps forward.
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Girasol is underwater, or something like it. Her hair is rippling around her head and she can feel soft pressure against her skin. She opens her eyes and sees blue all around her, a ghostly glowing blue lit by swimming sparks. She takes a sharp startled breath.

There is air, but it feels thick and strange in her mouth, and the Cheshire Man smell is so strong it scorches the back of her throat. It feels like she is standing on something solid, but under her feet she only sees the same glowing blue expanse. Far below her are dark shifting shapes.

The entangler twists in her stomach. She spins, following it, and sees the men and women from the van huddled together, the Cheshire Man towering over them counting heads. But where is her mother? She rubs her hand, where she can still feel the warm imprint of fingers.

One of the men beckons for her; she sees the uncitizen brand pink and shiny on his forearm and wonders how he got the chip out of it and if he crushed it with a rolling pin. She shakes her head at him. She is not going anywhere until her mother appears. She starts to count, unodostrescuatrocinco, fast like her fluttery heart.

On dieciséis, her mother is suddenly standing off to the side. Girasol darts to her, surprised that her feet press against the invisible surface, and seizes both her hands.

“My God,” her mother says, looking around. “My God. How do you feel, Sunflower? Do you feel . . .” Her mouth fishes open and shut. “Do you feel fine? Oh, my God.”

Girasol wants to tell her it looks like they are underwater, like in her netgame where she explores the ocean, but her throat feels all tight so she only nods. They join the others. The Cheshire Man looks different. His arms and legs seem too long and skinny for his body and she can’t see his eyes in the shadows of his face.

“Single file,” he repeats. “We do not want to create unnecessary ripples.”

They start to walk, Girasol in front of her mother so she can swing her hand back and feel her mother’s hand if she wants to. A few people murmur to each other, awed whispers, but the Cheshire Man puts a bony finger to his lips and they fall silent. Soon there is no breath to speak besides. The Cheshire Man moves quickly with long jerky steps, and Girasol has to jog to keep her place in line. The very old woman has a limp, but she limps fast.

Girasol wonders about the air that feels so thick and tingly in her lungs. It might have too much CO2 in it, which her teacher said came from cars and factories before she quickly said that America had the very least of it in the whole world, nothing like China where people had to wear hazard suits on the subway.

By the time the Cheshire Man raises his fist for them to stop, they are all panting. The man with the wiry beard is bent double.

“We’ll make our first exit here,” the Cheshire Man whispers. “Stay quiet. Stay alert.” He reaches forward and, with nothing but his long pale hands, makes a tear in the air. Girasol feels her entangler shiver. The Cheshire Man steps through, and everyone hurries after him, the one man still clutching his stomach and grimacing.

Girasol takes a last look at the blue haze, then at her mother, who gives her a nod. She steps through the dark gap and comes out in the normal world, with night sky over her head and dirt under her feet. This time it takes only an instant for her mother to appear beside her. Girasol feels dizzy. She tries to get her bearings: the Wall is still ahead of them, but the exterior fence is behind them. They’re in the restricted zone, where border guards are allowed to shoot who they like.

“Down,” orders the Cheshire Man’s buzzing voice. He is already bellied out in the dirt like a starfish; the others drop down to join him. One of the women is frozen until her companion yanks her arm. Girasol sinks to her stomach. Her mother is on one side of her. The very old woman is on the other.

Girasol hears the sound of a motor approaching. Her hands get sweaty. She can see headlights as the jeep rumbles toward them, and she can hear loud rough voices. She can imagine the men who match them: thick shoulders, bristly faces, black combat rifles strapped to their bodies. She has seen plenty of them in Las Cruces. They are friendly to her, and friendly in the hungry way to her mother.

They would not be friendly now. Girasol clenches her mother’s hand as the sound grows louder. The very old woman turns her head just slightly, and gives Girasol a slow wink.

The jeep does not stop. The engine sound fades away, and Girasol, relieved, scrunches up her whole face to wink back.

“Up,” says the Cheshire Man. He sets off, bent low, and a few metres later, he vanishes. Then the other men and women, one after another, and Girasol thinks how strange it will look in the dust, all the footprints ending in the same place.
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Girasol’s ears are filled with screaming. She fumbles for her mother’s hand. Finds it. They are back in the blue, sparks drifting over their heads. Something else is drifting with them, too, and that is what the two women with headscarves are screaming at.

“Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look,” her mother says.

Girasol looks. At first, her eyes cannot make sense of it. Bunches of muscle, raw red. Jagged pieces of bone. Bits of skull and teeth orbiting through a fine mist of blood. Then she sees strips of nylon jacket mixed into the floating mass and knows that it was a person before. It was the man with the wiry beard.

Her stomach heaves but nothing comes up, maybe because of the entangler. The Cheshire Man stalks over. His face is drawn. He reaches into the mass of meat and bone.

“His entangler failed,” he says, holding the spiny device up to his eye. “I’m sorry for your loss. This way.”

He drops the entangler, wiping his hand on the backside of his orange coveralls. It leaves a red smear. Nobody moves.

“This way,” the Cheshire Man repeats over his shoulder. “We don’t want to linger here. Fresh meat attracts predators.”

Girasol squeezes her eyes shut and shakes her head from side to side, like she can wipe it blank, but still sees the man’s rearranged body on the backs of her eyelids. She lets her mother guide her forward. One of the women is sobbing loud.

“He understood the risks,” the Cheshire Man murmurs, maybe to himself. “One in twelve.” He quickens his pace.

When Girasol finally stops thinking about what it would feel like to be turned inside-out, she remembers what the Cheshire Man said about predators. The dark shapes below them seem bigger now. She tries to remember the other word for sharks.
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Their second detour puts them in a dark room full of bodies. For a moment Girasol panics, waiting for a shout of surprise, thinking they have been caught. But she realizes the body heat and sweat-stink and rustling sounds are from men asleep. As her eyes adjust, she sees the rows and columns of workers stacked tight. She reaches behind her and finds her mother’s clammy hand.

She knows her father was in a place like this, back when they first started building the Wall, back before Girasol was even born. Her mother says he was sent there by mistake, and a year of breathing in too much quickcrete was what made him so sick.

The Cheshire Man creeps low along the row of sleepers. Girasol looks at their faces as she passes by. Even sleeping, their mouths are turned down and their brows furrowed tight. The only ones who look peaceful have a little blue Dozr tag jammed into their necks. One man sits upright as she sneaks past, and he stares at her in confusion.

They go through a sliding door into a bare corridor tubed with flickering florescent lights. Are they inside the Wall? Girasol wants to ask, but she knows better than to break the quiet. The Cheshire Man leads them down the hall, his steps silent, and Girasol tries to walk on the balls of her feet the way he does. His nostrils are flared wide like he is sniffing out a scent.

He turns to a wall and motions with a crooked finger, then steps forward, dissolving into the quickcrete. The very old woman follows, helped along now by one of the men with the uncitizen brand. Girasol and her mother are last in line again. Girasol is ready, this time, to step into the wall but actually step somewhere else entirely. But she holds her mother’s hand anyway.

“Please. Wait.”

The ragged voice comes from behind them; Girasol jumps. The man who woke up when she passed him in the barracks is standing there, bare feet mottled purple from the cold floor. His shoulders are slumped and his eyes are sad.

“Take me with you?” he mumbles.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Girasol’s mother says. “I’m sorry.”

The man bobs his head. Then he hurtles at them, arms outstretched, yelling take me with you take me with you please please please and Girasol’s mother shoves her toward the wall an instant before the man slams into her and they crash to the floor. The entangler is dancing madly in Girasol’s stomach but she can’t go, not while the man has her mother pinned. She scrambles over, trying to pry his arm loose.

Her mother gets enough space for an elbow, driving it into the man’s wailing mouth; his head snaps back. More woken sleepers are filling the corridor, drawn by the noise. From the other end come bellowing guards in body armour. Girasol’s mother slides out from under her attacker, cursing words Girasol is never allowed to use, and hoists Girasol into her arms, darts for the wall.

They plunge through.
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“Move quickly, I said.”

The Cheshire Man’s voice is toneless but his long fingers are twitching at his sides. Girasol’s mother is trembling all over, and Girasol is shaking, too. The very old woman puts a hand on her arm and asks, in a thick throaty accent, if she is all right. Girasol only has time to nod before the Cheshire Man sets off again.

Something is different in the blue. The glow is dimmer now; fewer sparks float through the air or not-air. Girasol thinks she feels a ripple from down below them. It shivers through the soles of her shoes.

The Cheshire Man must feel it, too, because he hunches his shoulders and lengthens his spidery stride. Girasol looks down. One of the dark shapes is swelling. She looks up at her mother, but her mother is staring straight ahead, jaw set.

A low keening sound pulses through the blue, and the Cheshire Man starts to run. “The last exit is close. Hurry. Hurry.”

One of the men pulls the very old woman onto his back; she clings there like a bat. For a moment, Girasol wants to do the same thing, clamber onto her mother’s back and wrap her arms around her neck and keep her feet far away from the dark shapes underneath them. But that would make them slower. Girasol can run. She is third-fastest in her whole class.

The Cheshire Man is fast, too. He does not run how a human would. His arms and legs swing like gyroscopes. They all pound after him, through the empty blue space that swallows up the sound of their panting. The keening noise comes again even louder. Girasol chances a look down between her moving feet. The dark shape is gone.

“Here,” the Cheshire Man says, skidding to a stop. “Here it is.” He reaches with his sharp fingers and makes another tear, this one messier, ragged. Through it, Girasol can see dawn sky shot through with pink. How long have they been running? The Cheshire Man makes the tear even wider. Girasol sees dust. She sees a tiny electruck rumbling over it. She sees no Wall.

One of the men is crying with relief. Girasol looks at her mother, who squeezes her hand and beams. A safe distance past the border.

The dark shape erupts from nowhere. Ripples scatter outward; suddenly Girasol’s feet are no longer on a solid surface. She flounders, in air that now feels more like watery gelatin. Tiburón, she thinks, but the dark thing corkscrewing toward them is not a shark how she knows them. It is bigger and sleeker and thrashes dozens of whip-like tentacles. Instead of rows of razor teeth, it has a bony grill, and Girasol sees little bits of flesh and one stubborn strip of nylon jacket stuck to it, blots of blood leaking out. Its pale belly is full of blue sparks.

She spins, following the twist of her entangler, and sees her mother struggling toward her, half-swimming, half-running. She cranes her neck and sees the tear is above them now. One of the women is kicking toward it. Girasol cannot see the Cheshire Man. She pushes herself forward, reaching for her mother’s outstretched arms. She can feel a sob caught in her chest.

There is a rending sound and a screaming sound and Girasol does not look. She reaches her mother and clamps onto her. The creature’s tentacles are everywhere, snapping and slicing. A hot coppery smell fills Girasol’s nose.

“Oh, God,” Girasol’s mother says. “Oh, God. You’ve been so brave, Girasol, my Girasol.”

They spin in place and see the creature moving through a cloud of blood, its head turning toward them. Parts of a woman’s body are adrift around it. Girasol’s mother starts to kick, trying to propel them upward; Girasol tries to kick, too.

“Let go of me,” her mother says. “Girasol, let go of me.” Girasol wails as her mother rips her hands loose, freeing herself from her grip. She tries to grab hold again, but her mother keeps her at arm’s length. “Hacia el sol,” she says. “I love you.”

Girasol does not understand until her mother shoves her upward. She drifts toward the tear above them, where the very old woman is scrabbling through, only her trailing legs visible. Her mother’s momentum pushes her downward, where the creature is waiting with its tentacles extended. Girasol screams and screams. She tries to stop herself, windmilling her arms, so she can dive back down. But long bony hands seize her shoulders and pull her the last gasping stretch back into the world.
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The electruck takes them up a rocky mesa overlooking the highway, away from the Wall’s shadow and its circling drones. Most of the survivors leave from there, heaving up their entanglers before starting the hike toward the closest pueblo. The very old woman stays with Girasol and strokes her hair. The Cheshire Man crouches in the dust, watching her.

Girasol ignores him. She is concentrated on turning slow circles, following the tug of the entangler in her stomach. She can still feel her mother somewhere over the horizon. She can feel the pull.

“She left a name and sat-address,” the Cheshire Man says. “I can take you there. To your aunt.”

Girasol is waiting for her mother to appear from thin air and squeeze her hand tight and tell her they are safe now. She cannot go to her aunt, not yet.

“Do you need help removing the entangler?” the Cheshire Man asks.

“I want to keep it,” Girasol says, and is surprised to find she has a voice.

The Cheshire Man shrugs. “Very well. It will eventually dissolve.”

But Girasol does not think so. She thinks she will feel it forever. She spins and spins in the dust, as dawn washes the sky pink and orange, then she finally climbs into the truck. They drive toward the sun.
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Jeremy Szal

The humans’ scanner warbled as it swept over me, as if it could detect the banned words I’d carved onto on my flesh. Words of my language that, since the Hacking War ended, were not permitted to exist on Khronos.

I stood perfectly still on the podium, hands held behind my back in a way that humans believe to be reassuring. I had to tilt my head to fit my crown of truncated horns inside this bizarrely uncomfortable box. A human once showed me an imagelog of a creature from Earth that had horns similar to us male Kichi. An elk, they called it. It had a beautiful brown coat and eyes the colour of space. If I managed to bring my sisters here, I’d show it to them.

“Hey, hey, Spiky, arms where we can see ‘em.” A human with skin as brown as mine scowled as he rapped on the chainglass.

I obeyed and tried not to twitch my fingers. I had never been good at concealing nerves.

“Can these pisshead Kichi even understand us?” the new guard murmured to his colleagues. Even through the chainglass I could smell the agitation in their acidic sweat. Most of it wafted off the man who’d spoken to me.

“Yeah,” said another, twirling a stylus, “otherwise Khronos wouldn’t let him in. Gotta speak an Earth-based language, or it’s back home.”

“A decade of declaring war on us.” The dark-skinned human shook his head and snorted a derisive laugh. “Not too smart. Persistent, but not too smart.” He inhaled a vaper and exhaled at the scanner. Berry-scented air curled upwards. “Sodding savages.”

The stylus-twirling human looked as if he might respond to that, but said nothing. It did not bother me; I’d survived worse than them. I rolled my shoulders, my skin-hugging suit stretching against my body. They’d probably imprison, beat, maybe kill me if they knew about the words hiding underneath it. Kichi tongue did not exist on Khronos. Carrying it here with the intent of preserving it, I could feel the weight of the words, their significance, shiver against my flesh.

“Name?” the stylus-twirling human asked. He cracked his knuckles, as if impatient for me to be off.

“Atlas,” I said in English that was better than it had been six months ago. Like my language, I’d had to abandon my birth name for a Common-sounding one when I moved here. But I’d been allowed to keep my facial tattoos—crimson slashes along my cheeks signifying my clan.

Holologs rattled off. Statistics. A silhouette of a typical male Kichi was highlighted to match with me. Powerful digitigrade legs, three-fingered hands, angular shoulders and torso, spine almost jutting out a broad back, curved mandibles, and a crown of full, proud antlers, rather than my mangled ones. The scanner chimed. No errors. Thank the old voids. Sweat slithering down my chest, down the forbidden words of my people, I started to exit.

The dark-skinned human blocked my path. “Why in such a rush, big guy? Where’d you get all those scars on your face?” His own face was that of a predator that spied a helpless creature in the field.

I tried to read his small, cruel eyes. Did he have family my people had killed? Mothers, fathers, sisters? His chest was almost touching mine. Back home, this declaration of dominance would get his head torn off.

“You know what they called this spiky runt in the war?” he asked the other as he glanced at his palmerlog. “The Marksman. Born with a sniper rifle. Never missed a shot.”

I tried to turn away, but he seized one of my horns. Twisted my head back. Tightened an arm around my neck, drew me close. We hate physical contact, and this man’s flesh was like a branding iron on mine. His rancid smell was overpowering. Nauseating.

“Enough.” In the periphery of my vision, the stylus-twirling human was standing up. “He’s all clear. Just let him go.”

My assailant ignored his fellow human, drew his face close to mine. “How about it, big guy? You get those scars killing humans?”

The fibres in my flesh tightened as I flexed my claws. I could almost hear the words of Chieftain Krung, my former Commander: kill him. Snap this arrogant wimp’s puny neck. Do it for the honour of your clan. It’s what any Kichi would have done. But no. I was not here for that. The humans had opened their gates to their former enemies, and I would not be the one to betray that trust. I lowered my fist. But I wasn’t done.

“No,” I said, my throat tight. “I got these scars when humans captured and tortured me.”

Surprise replaced the anger in his eyes and I wrenched away. The other guard could not meet my eye as I crossed the checkpoint I’d passed every day for six months.
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When we first heard that the humans managed to build a metropolis city inside a hollowed-out asteroid, I did not believe it. I couldn’t. Not until I arrived and saw the colossal place myself.

Artificial heat pressed on my shoulders as I strode along the boardwalk of one of the busiest floors. Vehicles and adlogs roared around buildings, apartments and sprawling bridges reaching for the artificially built ceiling that marked the asteroid’s level. Flexiscreens had set it to a blue midday sky. They’d drilled into the primordial rock, creating a gargantuan open space, which they further divided up into two dozen floors, like levels of a building, each one the size of a small city, then given gravity through centrifugal force. How much time would it take to make such a thing?

Meats, perfumes, minerals, human body odours, a million alien sensations hammered into my senses like bullets. If I wanted any hope of integrating into the Common I needed to overcome that unfamiliarity. But it wasn’t totally up to me. Even now folks were tossing glances at me. Probably remembering when they’d first seen us on their newslogs after our sovereign declared war on them. Heavy in armour brandished with clan glyphs and wielding blood-stained weapons, we must have looked like creatures born from a nightmare. Our language became synonymous with fear and violence, which led to its ban.

I’d never wanted to fight in the Hacking War. I’d wanted to design ships. But it’s in Kichi blood to fight, and it was impossible not to get swept up in the grandness of joining my blood brothers to conquer entire planets. Kichi culture tells us to act on instinct, consequences be damned. In battle, our armoured suits pumped our bodies full of nutrients and stimulants and narcotics that kept us locked in the perpetual glory of conquest. As if most Kichi weren’t blood thirsty enough.

But there was nothing glorious about the deaths of millions. Which was why I didn’t blame the humans for the way they looked at me, wondering if my hand had killed someone they’d loved.

Wind blew from an artificial beach they’d built into Khronos, the salty air cooling my skin. It swept me back to the grasslands back home I’d played in when I was a boy. Two of my sisters would sit with me in the evenings, tying ribbons and trinkets and wind-chimes to my antlers despite my half-hearted protests. They laughed at me afterwards, said I looked sweet. I was the youngest of eight, and the only male. My sisters who were still alive were stuck back on Ruste, unable to get their migration papers approved. Kichi clans stick together no matter what, but I had to break that tradition if I wanted a better life. Someday I was going to purchase their papers and bring them here, show them this artificial beach these humans had the nerve to build inside an asteroid.

Kichi shops and community centres popped up the closer I got to home. The familiarity eased the pressure in my chest. One sold fibre silks and vacuum-sealed meats and spices that smelled like the ingredients my mother used when cooking. It had been a human pastry shop, before Kichi had bought the owners out.

I strode past the collage of political posters, protesting the incursion of Kichi shops along a former human street, entering our angular-shaped tenement block. Natakus, my cousin, waffled on in the plaza, antlers painted a dark crimson he thought would attract a mate. He was puffing away at rheda, the mind-numbing drug that grew on Ruste. It would get us both sent back home if Khronos security found his stash. I’d wanted to kill him when I found out. Then I remembered what I was carrying.

“Our appointment was almost an hour ago?” Julia Sapokiwi, my migration officer, leaned by my door flicking through her palmerlog. She smelt agitated and tense. Half her job was tracking my adjustment to Khronos life, the other half making sure I didn’t get up to mischief. Or kill anyone.

“I was caught up at the checkpoint again.” I unlocked the door. She strode into my room without verbal consent. I tried not to twist my mandibles at that. Clan feuds have been started over less.

“I’ll see about getting you a fast track pass.” Julia wrinkled her nose as she swept blonde hair out of her eyes. I realized my smell was as alien to her as humans’ was to me. “But whatever you do, please don’t retaliate. It’s a dirty trick. No matter how much they deserve it.”

My furniture mainly consisted of a bed and chairs built for human bodies. Scant possessions littered the room like discarded weapons on a battlefield. Julia ran her fingers along a stack of yellowing books I’d bought at a market. “I never knew you liked reading,” she said, voice softening.

“I read a lot when I was a child,” I said. Julia’s fingers were still lingering on the faded spines. “Human books help me learn English.”

“You must miss your own,” she said, completely unaware of the irony. Trust is important, she’d told me on our first day of meeting. But I’d never been able to bring myself to show her. You can tell me anything, she’d added. But did that promise extend to things banned Common-wide? Humans are as bad at keeping promises as we are. Not worth the risk.

She asked the usual questions. How I was adjusting to Khronos food, cultural attitudes, the languages. Her muscles relaxed and her scent became less aggressive as the questions and advice flowed along. I stretched out my answers, not wanting our time to end. I suspected she enjoyed my company, too. There was gentleness about the way she spoke, a deep calm as she interacted with the world. Not judging, just quietly observing, listening, learning as I talked. My sisters would have liked her.

“Do you think it’s bad to forget where I came from?” I asked.

“You never forget where you come from.” Julia was smiling, but there was a distance in her eyes deeper than Ruste’s northern oceans. “Why?”

“Even if it prevents you from truly settling?” I mimicked the way she folded her arms. If she noticed she said nothing of it. “They let us come here, but not our culture or language. It reminds of them of what we did and our reasons for doing it.” Once the humans discovered that our culture was one of military hierarchy and war mongering, the ban on it was almost instantaneous. It had taken years for them to consider opening their gates to us.

“Adjusting doesn’t mean you have to give it up completely.” Her hand reached out, as if to touch mine, but she seemed to think the better of it. She instead scratched at the flaking wood. “You just find your own way. And I’m sure you will, Atlas.”

I was going to respond when she slid a palmerlog my way. “You see that on the news? A lungship shareholder was killed this morning.” Her scent took on a more acidic smell as an image of the gutted human, sprawled out on bloody concrete, appeared. “They’re saying a Kichi did it.”

I managed a grunt. “Yes. Of course they are.” But sweat prickled along the nape of my neck because they were not wrong. A Kichi had done it. The raked claw gouges in his stomach, the fingers warped and broken like twisted metal, the hole in his head where a clan tattoo would be. We were told to kill humans exactly like this. Desecrating a clan tattoo is a good way to start a civil war.

Whoever had done this had known it.
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If I’m going to admit that humans do anything better than us, it’s food. Ruste’s cold climate limits biodiversity, but Khronos and its entire subsection dedicated to greenhouses does not have that problem.

My mouth watered every time I passed Kichi shops, but if I wanted to become a Commoner I could not rely on my own people’s goods. Scouring the back alley groceries and Chinese butcheries I amassed a collection of meats, fruits, spices, and dairy products. Only I learned the hard way my digestive system wasn’t compatible with almost half the foods I tried. After crawling back from the brink of death, I decided to stick with goods packaged separately for Kichi.

I was in one of Khronos’ alleys, eating noodles and spiced dumplings, when I heard the commotion. Everyone glanced up at the noise as I swung myself off the rickety stool, angling my antlers away from a neon-glare of adlogs for ski resorts and wellness spa centres for a better look. Ah. Of course. It was two Kichi arguing with a shop owner. And plastered on the shop wall was a sign that refused service to Kichi.

This was not going to end well.

“All shops in this street have to sell to us,” growled the first Kichi. Ashen-skinned and built like a mountain range, his form was only matched by his companion, whose curved arms were bound with thick knots of muscle. They both had the white facial tattoos of the Reaping clan, a clan of wealth and privilege. Even back on Ruste, they were used to getting what they wanted.

“Not mine, buddy. We were here before you stole an entire street for your own shops. You’re drawing away customers.” The owner was a pot-bellied man with raisin eyes. If I could smell the stress and fury in his sweat from over here, then the two Kichi cornering him sure as the voids could, too. “You folks butchered that guy last month, now you want service?”

The ash-skinned Kichi’s chest swelled with damaged pride. “Do you know who we are?” he boomed.

The shop owner poked him directly in the chest. “Don’t know, don’t care.”

They ground their teeth. It was a wonder the man was not choking on his own entrails already. “It’s not worth it,” I said, sliding beside them. The cacophony of adlogs, blaring traffic and seethe of the city should have drowned my voice out, but it sounded loud and clear in the alley.

“You’re siding with the human? A human?” The ash-skinned one locked his antlers with my stumps. He was fully grown, twice my age, drenched in pride and fury and blood so strong it had soaked into his head.

“If you hurt him, you’ll make us all look bad,” I managed, pushing with my own antlers. A small crowd gathered. “He’s not worth it.”

“Eh? And let him walk away with his head held high? Ha!” He’d switched back to our language now. His rancid scent and the tight curve of his mandibles told me his clan’s pride would not let him walk away from this offence. Especially not from a human. He drew his head back and spit.

I let him. The saliva slid down my face and into my lips. I stomped down on the Kichi instinct to strike back. What would Julia want me to do?

“It’s weaklings like you who let us be treated like animals.” His shoulders trembled with rage.

His friend’s stinking breath was hot on my neck as he blocked my escape. “You suck up to these lying sycophants,” he said “You’re worse than they are.”

I couldn’t dodge his blow. The bodies of my dead sisters burned behind my eyelids as I dripped to the wet pavement and curled as his boot slammed into my stomach, into my face. I murmured the banned words of our culture as the assault continued. He went for my organs, my ribs, stamped on my fingers. I choked on my own breath. Something cracked. One of my front teeth went flying in a spray of blood. A blow to the back of my head slammed my forehead to the ground so hard I nearly passed out.

Then it was over. “Disgraceful,” he spat as the two of them departed. I smeared dark blue blood from my face, my bruised body shaking as I scooped up my bloodied tooth. Kichi never back down from fights. But if I reacted they would have killed me, and then vented their rage on the next person they met.

I was about to hobble away when I felt a trembling, but firm hand on my shoulder.

The shop owner. “I’ve got bandages and medjel in the back,” he croaked, lifting me up by my arms.

I stared at him out of my rapidly closing eye, wanting to flinch from his touch. But I went.

As we entered, the owner peeled down the sign that had started this. We were both very aware that everyone was still watching.
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“Huh. Don’t think that’s ever happened before.” Natakus made a show of studying my face. His blinks were long and heavy from lack of sleep or intoxication. Or both.

“You say that about everything,” I grunted, scratching at a scab.

Natakus tapped a curved nail on the bottle. “Drink that. It’s good for you.”

It probably wasn’t, but I forced the bitter drink down my throat. “It tastes different from back home.”

“Heh. Everything’s different from back home.”

Outside, Kichi were scattered along makeshift benches and chairs along the plaza; the males knocking shoulders and showing off, the way Kichi do. The only illumination came from our cheap electricalights and the glow of adlogs flitting across flexiscreens like water, drenching us in the glow of advertisements for human entertainment and products. The ceiling had been set to a sky stained blue with stars. It was not dissimilar to Ruste’s.

I started to wonder just how much of our situation was owed to our own stubbornness? Killing that shop owner wouldn’t earn the people’s trust; it’d send us ten steps back, right into the blood-thirsty feuds that had wiped out entire clan lines. When we discovered we couldn’t win against the humans, we went right back to fighting each other. I hadn’t left my home and my sisters just to find the same thing happening here.

“Relax, Atlas. It’s not worth bothering to adapt to a world that hates us.” Natakus was smoking another rheda. Was this the fifth or sixth one he’d smoked today?

“If we think that way, then we got this chance for nothing.” I thought of how the shop owner’s hands shook, stained with my blood as he patched me up; our alien smells filling each other’s noses. Thousands like him around Khronos refused Kichi service. Could they have their minds changed about us, too?

As Kichi custom, I’d given him my dislodged tooth to remember me. Judging by his expression, it wasn’t something a human would have done. “We need to show we’re better than that.”

Natakus impaled the still smoking rheda on his largest antler and lit up another. “Maybe we aren’t. You remember what we did in the war.”

“That was a different time.”

“Not for everyone.” Nakatus pointed with his roll to a hololog flickering above us. Another dead body. A council governor this time. “It can’t be anyone but one of our own.”

Ah. My insides turned sour. “There are other ways to make a home for ourselves. .”

“What do you mean?”

No one was watching. I unzipped my suit, exposed my skin. Nakatus’ rheda froze in his mouth. “How did you get that in here?” His face lit up with warm memories and nostalgia as he traced a series of words along my chest, touching the curves and the loops and the squiggles. “Actually, I don’t care. We can’t lose this, Atlas. You need to get it into Khronos’ system. It will make such a difference.”

I twisted my mandibles. “I hope you have suggestions on how to do this?”

“Nothing of the sort, no.” Then Nakatus was all serious again, taking long, deep drags from his rheda until it burned out. “But you need to find a way. For all of us.”
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I was working my way through the stack of novels, sitting hunched on my bed under the buttery glow of the lamp like I’d done when I was younger. While I didn’t always understand them, the words and phrases in human novels, the building blocks of culture and speech and communication, made me ache for my own language with a longing deeper than hunger. Keeping one hand on the book, I ran the other down my ribs and thighs, tracing the familiar ink cursive that made up block letters in a vertical line. My one, true possession from home, and I was going to hold onto it for all it was worth.

You can tell me anything, Julia had said. That is not something that comes easy in a culture overrun by feuds and conflict, even inside your own clan. There’s a military hierarchy ingrained into Kichi from childhood, one that urged me to fight back against those Reaping Kichi. I’d never have lived down the shame if I’d remained passive back home. But my appeasement had saved lives. And I wouldn’t make progress if I didn’t keep fighting against that tradition.

Which was why when Julia came to my room later that week, I showed her what was on my body.

Her face went as pale as a Ruste snowfall. Would she call security?

She very calmly and very slowly said, “Why are you showing me this?”

“You wanted me to trust you.” Her acidic stench burned in my nostrils. Anger. Fear. Confusion. “So I’m showing you something that is important to me.”

That pain in her eyes again. Deep-rooted, but raw. “Atlas, assimilating means you abandon things that are no longer part of your world.”

“You told me that letting go did not mean I’d have to give my heritage up completely.” I thumped my chest. “This is my anchor. If I have a foundation to stand on, I know I can become a Commoner.”

Julia’s smell lessened as she sat on the small couch. “Trust is a two-way street, Atlas. Tell me why these words are so important to you.”

My muscles tightened. Could I even tell a human this? Any other Kichi would balk at the idea.

But this was what I needed to do. I sat beside her. “It was near the end of the Hacking war.” I breathed out slowly. “I was with my blood brothers in a squad, advancing on a building where human soldiers had holed up. Krung, our chieftain, deployed an explosive we called Spore, a toxic white powder that burns through skin and into the organs and brain. It was his signature weapon.”

Her smell sharpened. This was hard for her, but she kept her voice low, neutral. “Were you armoured?”

I nodded. “I was sweeping through the building for the bodies of soldiers. But we couldn’t find any. Then I felt something hard and brittle crunch under my feet.” I blinked heavily, pushed the words out through my chest. “It was a child’s arm. It was still smoking.”

Julia had gone very still and very silent. Was she going to leave, turn me in like any other human might? But she said nothing. Not judging, just listening.

“We were wrong,” I continued. “If we’d been less eager to rush in, we’d have realized the building wasn’t an encampment for soldiers. It was a safe house for children. Mothers. The injured, the sick and disabled.”

Julia swallowed and she turned away, rubbing her face. Could she not stand to even look at me? These were her people I’d killed, innocents who could not even use weapons, young children who could have lived for so much more. Her breathing was sharp and shallow, in tune with mine. But she straightened her spine, prepared to keep listening to me. “How many?” she asked.

“Thirty seven,” I responded. This was not shame I was feeling; it was guilt. “The Spore killed every single one. And in the corner . . .” My throat tightened. “. . . two young girls.” The spasm hardened, and I could not speak. Julie reached out a hand, but I shook my head. I had to finish. “Their arms were wrapped around each other in their final moments.” I raised my head to meet Julia’s eyes. “They could have been my sisters.”

Julia closed her eyes, soaking my words in. “What did you do afterwards?”

“I stripped off my armour and weapons harness, tore away my clan’s warrior mark. I couldn’t wear it.” My legs had wobbled as I departed. I left my warrior-self behind me forever in that building. “If I’d taken my handgun with me, I would have stuck it in my mouth and pulled the trigger.” I exhaled loudly, closed my eyes. “That’s when they captured me.”

“Who?” Julia asked.

“A rogue group of humans,” I told her. “Not part of their armed forces. They dragged me to their underground base where no light shone, strapped me down to a bench and tortured me for months.” I peeled back my sleeves, showed her the marks where the metal restraints bit into my wrists and elbows. “I told them everything, but it did not stop the cutting, the slicing, the drilling. It didn’t stop them sawing off my antlers, from running electrapoles along my feet, or laughing as they burned my skin and made bets whether I’d pass out or
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