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			The Writers 4 Utopia Collective operates on the Unceded Coast Salish Territory of the Sto:lo, Musqueam, Skwxwú7mesh, and Tsleil-Waututh nations. As creators, it is essential to understand the spaces we occupy and the effect of our presence. We recognize that this acknowledgement doesn’t begin to address or make reparations for the hundreds of years of violence and continued violence perpetrated on this land.

			This zine is also available in audio and print versions. 
https://writers4utopia.wixsite.com/zine

		

		
			
			

		

		
			A Note on the Title

			The title “Gaslit” was chosen for this zine very intentionally. As the collective went through this process of reimagining our futures and putting them to paper, we realized that what we were doing was healing. We were finding our most precious dreams, those dreams that had been denied to us, those dreams that had been squashed, those dreams that we felt couldn’t possibly come true, ever, because we have been told our whole lives that they did not even exist. We were taking these dreams, calling them truth, and breathing life back into them. 

			We were healing! We were healing from a lifetime of abuse, and while the list of abuse is long, we were specifically healing from the insidious abuse of gaslighting. As queers, we are constantly told that our way of life is not only wrong, but does not even exist. Can you imagine the destruction when entire ways of being are erased? We are lied to for so long, that we start to believe it. We do not even know another way exists anymore. 

			The process of writing the songs, poems, and stories in this zine was a journey of unlearning the regimented ways of life established by cisheteropatriarchy, and of discovering what queerness really means to each of us. It was about saying fuck you to anyone who has ever hurt us, lied to us, or told us that we were wrong, less, or ugly. 

			This zine is not dedicated to all the fucking narcissistic gaslighters out there (you probably don’t know you who are, but at least one of you may) who exhaust us on a daily basis. Check your shit. You make it really hard for those of us trying to create utopia to get anywhere because we are too tired from dealing with you. 

			This zine is dedicated to all the rad queers out there who are bravely living their truth. Those who are survivors of oh so much, yet push through and create beautiful utopias of their lives. We see what you do and we appreciate you. 

			

		

		
			Introduction

			Welcome to the first ever zine of queer sci-fi by Writers 4 Utopia. In these pages you’ll find stories, songs, collages and poems set in many different places and futures, covering issues such as disability, gender, colonisation, and love.

			 This zine grew out of a series of meetings started in winter, mostly held at Spartacus Books. These meetings were a chance for the collective to read radical sci-fi texts, discuss them and their themes, and write together. This collaborative, creative process has resulted not only in a zine, but in a micro-community of queer writers. The reception of the project by people in the adjacent community has been positive, and we’re excited to have come this far in half a year (but simultaneously resist the ableist narrative of deadlines).

			 Writers 4 Utopia began as a group open to people of all identities. However, several of our trans members reported feeling unsafe after our first meeting, in which a handful of cishet people made transphobic comments. We decided that we needed to create a safer space in which queer voices were prioritized.

			 This decision was not the result of an isolated incident. In addition to the everyday violence queer folks face, the sci-fi world has marginalized us from its inception. From the motherless abomination of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; Or, The Modern Prometheus, to the “buggers” in Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game, queers have frequently been portrayed as grotesque creatures in sci-fi, present only as objects, not agents. 

			 Despite this standard, there have been a number of remarkable authors before us whose courage and artistry have sustained us through the writer’s block and the casual queerphobia; artists like Larissa Lai, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Octavia E. Butler (whose birthday, June 22nd, we chose for our zine’s launch date). These authors, and many more, have persistently broken taboos in their writing, showing budding authors like ourselves that there is an audience for our writing, that our perspectives, although rarely portrayed, are valid and important. 

			 

			Thank you for picking up this zine and happy reading,

			The W4U collective

			June 2017 

			xxx
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			Em Fern comes from the desert near Craters of the Moon, where she has found some cool fossils and flipped off a lot of Republicans. Poems and sci-fi have been important to her as a way of connecting and communicating with other queer and femme folks across places and times. Em likes all types of insects, slime molds, giant tube worms, making new friends, doing calligraphy, and having a good cry. 

		

		
			3 Poems 

			Em Fern

			CW: blood, sex

			1 

			She hits snooze and we’re back in the swamp,

			where the rain turns tacky as it hits the ground.

			 

			The sun sets and sets and still it’s hot. 

			Huge beetles crawl over us like kittens.

			 

			The rock holds the silky sludge in its heart 

			and the sludge holds us in the palms of its hands.

			 

			 I point to a slime mold and she gives it a kiss.

			 I point to a lichen and she paints its portrait.

			 

			In the orange center of a carrion flower 

			we hold grains of soil between our lips and watch the crane flies sing. 

			 

			Here and there, the crane flies sing words that we know

			And we take notes and notes and paste leaves in our sketchbooks.

			 

			She hits snooze and we’re back in the swamp

			And I’m not in our bed and I’m not in my body.

			 

			The sun sets and sets and still it’s hot

			And the raindrops are soft on our eyelids and temples.

			 

			 

			 

			2

			dead film vinegar stings the compound

			eye we are here we are here we are here

			my darling. here where we were

			not and will not be. forests and forests

			and mechanized forests. the ground moon

			dim between the roots. tonight

			 

			i will break into digital gardens,

			emailing you the most beautiful flower.

			it will die if you print it out

			it will die if you print it out

			the pixels stretching and breaking. in the haze

			 

			of morning come to my stone chambers—

			the knowing buzz of eyeless insects. you

			rise stemlike from calcite pools

			bound by stalagmites—

			(in my subterranean bed

			we roost velour and inverted

			our feet grip cool ceilings o my darling

			o my great love)—

			 

			old fruit tenderness stirs the spider’s

			legs we sit we sit we sit porch swing

			filthy with crushed fungus. drum machine

			softness of jupiter in your small eyes inhale

			 

			the warm musk of the black market. the proboscis’ glow

			in sunlight the sexy carnivorous plants we are here

			we are here we are here the dead galaxies’

			light lands somewhere

			 

			 

			3

			(small creature, the earth

			strains to hold you here.)

			 

			the space after the waterfall

			before the smooth rocks

			 

			after the mace before

			the soft blood.

			 

			(earth creature, my small

			hands shrink in your black hair.)

			 

			the fresh smell after the mudslide

			of bones dug up from warm tar

			 

			thirteen hundred feet of rebar

			hardening as the concrete hardens

			(sad creature, place your ankles

			in my bed’s hot quicksand)

			so my white legs can buckle in the heat

			and my antennae tremble briefly and be still.
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			Liina grew up in Olympia, Washington and has worked in digital printing for the last 10 years, except for the year spent studying natural therapeutics and massage in Albuquerque, New Mexico. She has a lot of Taurus in her chart and writes and prints zines from time to time. 

		

		
			All The Time In The World

			Liina Koivula

			 CW: alcohol and cannabis use.

			The fires east of the mountains were too far away to be a threat to anything but the air quality. Here by the bay, near-invisible crystals of vaporized pine tar screened the daytime sky with a sheer yellow drape. The atmosphere felt pretty apocalyptic, and everyone who’d stayed in the city was laying low. I myself hadn’t left my apartment in several days. I stayed in bed well into the afternoon, with the window open against my better judgment, listening to the little birds chirping. Their tiny bodies knew the season had changed, even though we hadn’t had anything that could be called winter in a few years. 

			Drifting in and out of open-mouthed, dream-heavy half-sleep, I awoke to my name being called from the sidewalk. I opened my eyes and was momentarily astonished by my bright room, the standard white apartment walls popping out in shimmering violet. I saw stars, getting up too fast, stiff-legged, as I leaned toward the window to see who was there.

			It was Cindy, in tight black jeans decorated with bleach stains and ripped knees, a black tanktop and work boots, her wavy hair held away from her face with a flowered bandana. She squinted at me through her wire-framed glasses and waved wildly.

			“Wes! Buzz me up!”

			I shook my head. “The buzzer doesn’t work anymore. The front door is just open. Come up.”

			She opened the apartment door a minute later, breathless from the three flights of stairs to our walk up.

			“Hey,” she smiled broadly, shrugging out of her backpack and hugging me. She smelled vital.

			“Oh my god, it’s so good to see you! What are you doing here?” She didn’t answer, glancing around the apartment and at me as her lips flattened into a line.

			“Shouldn’t you have the air filter on? Are you OK?” she asked suspiciously. 

			“Yeah totally, I just woke up is all,” I said, evasive. “I’m just like, half asleep, it’s just weird. I got tired of the white noise of the air filter.”

			“I have stuff for you,” she brightened, letting the shape I was in go unmentioned for now. “I hitchhiked down from the farm, obviously.” She rummaged in her dirty backpack. “Mostly to relay to you how much Rat and I love you, and miss you, and want you come stay at the farm.” She dangled some folded notebook paper in front of me, and I snatched it, my heart nearly stopping and then revving up, a flush spreading from my chest into my face. “This is from Rat. But, you know he’d never just write a note,” she said, straightening up and passing me a few bunches of radishes and two bottles of beer. She held out a glass jar of dense buds. “Smell,” she suggested, unscrewing the lid of the jar and handing it to me. 

			“Whoa, that’s dank as fuck. That’s way better than what I’ve been growing.” 

			“That’s what we’re doing up at the farm,” she nodded. “And this is Rat’s love letter to you, or whatever, I guess. I figured I didn’t have to write a letter, since I showed up.” Cindy paused. “I’m also here for my flour.” 

			Cindy had been working at a bakery when the General Strike started, maybe a year ago, now. When businesses were closing, and money no longer had any purchasing power, the former workers were allotted the remaining stock. Cindy got flour and sugar. Rat got beer and promotional glassware. I was working on my PhD, at the time. I kept the University’s library books. 

			Cindy moved a pile of them off a chair and sat down at the table, which was covered in notes and tarot spreads and crystals, warped paper coasters and the empty salt shaker, a jar of pencils and pens, used handkerchiefs, my glass one-hitter, an unfolded paper clip coated in sticky black resin, and the empty beer bottle I was tapping ashes into. She clasped her hands behind her head and stretched, gesturing with her elbow at my stuff.

			“How’s it coming along?”

			I was writing my dissertation on Moby Dick. 

			“It’s good,” I answered cautiously. 

			She kept half-smiling at me like she knew something and was a little exasperated that I hadn’t caught onto it yet. Running her finger over the tarot card I was working with, 5 of Cups, she muttered “Sorrow,” and looked up at me with raised eyebrows. Instead of elaborating on that, she asked, “Do you have enough electricity?” 

			“Yeah, I’m really lucky to have the balcony for the panels. It’s enough for the kitchen, and the hot water, the lights and stuff. The bike is hooked up if I want more. I haven’t needed it lately.” Cindy’s flour sacks rested against our bike generator. 

			“Some guy—someone Lorna knew—from another city was at the farm for a few days. He said people there were having a big problem with electricity.”

			“I guess some people here probably are, too. I’m glad we were setting this up even before the Strike. Before we knew this was going to happen.” I gestured vaguely towards the sliding glass door, outside, where “this” was happening. 

			“So, like, you think you’ll stay in the city for a while? It’s still working for you?”

			I sighed. “Yeah, I’m not abandoning my life’s work to squatters. And we all know I can’t take all these books up north.”

			Cindy cocked her head at me. “Dude. Don’t say squatters. We’d give the apartment to the Guaranteed Housing Group. Obviously. But you’re right about the books,” she frowned. “The yurt is small. But it’s really fucking cozy. I wish I could’ve brought you a picture of it or something.”

			“That’s when I’m like, damn, I wish we still used phones, you know?”

			“Seriously, I didn’t even know if you’d be here, after hitchhiking for half a day. I miss phones.”

			“I don’t miss my every move being recorded.”

			“I still don’t think that happened much. There’s no reason for most of us to be tracked. Anyway, you apparently haven’t moved in a while.”

			I bit my lip. “Is it really obvious? Does it smell weird in here? I mean, I wasn’t expecting company…”

			“No, it’s fine, it’s just like, the bachelor life, whatever,” she rushed to assure me. 

			“You’re right though, I haven’t gone outside in—I don’t know—it was less than a week ago, I’m pretty sure—I went to the Supply Library to find a screwdriver, and drop off some paint brushes—but you know, I look out the window, and I never see anyone else walking around out there either.”

			“Don’t worry about it.” She waved off my explanations. “I was going to go see if Jerry and Corona were still at their old place while I’m in the city, too. Why don’t you, like, do your thing here, and I’ll be back in like, an hour, an hour and a half.”

			“Are you spending the night?”

			She snorted, letting me know her intention should have been obvious. “Well, yeah.”

			

			I drank a glass of water, did the dishes, wiped the countertops. I folded my yoga blanket over the back of the couch and punched the lumpy throw pillows. I took a toke, spritzed the toilet with vinegar, and changed the sheets on the bed, pulling books I’d been reading out from under the covers and stacking them on the floor. I kicked dirty laundry into the closet. I put the beer in the fridge and scrubbed the radishes. I plucked some arugula and mizuna from my hydroponic window garden. I drank another glass of water. I folded Rat’s note deep into my pocket. I took a quick, hot shower, turning the tap to ice-cold at the end, just to make sure I was fully present. 

			

			“Hey, we’re here,” Cindy called out as I opened the bathroom door. “I didn’t wanna startle you.” 

			“Hey, what’s up, I’m naked, hold on.” 

			Corona and Cindy were talking quietly when I came back into the main room of the apartment, pulling a not-very clean t-shirt over my head. The light outside was just shifting to dusk. 

			“Wes, I didn’t realize you were still here!” Corona exclaimed. 

			“I didn’t either, until Cindy found me here today,” I clowned. Corona smirked, drinking an unlabeled bottle of beer. I’d have sworn we’d waved at each other when I walked past their apartment on my way to the Supply Share. I felt puzzled; maybe it was longer ago than I thought. Maybe I was getting used to being outside of capitalist time, and that idea pleased me a little. 

			“Those aren’t mine, are they?” I asked, worried I’d missed Rat’s homebrew.

			“No, they’re mine,” Corona said. 

			“It’s cider Jerry made. It’s really good.” Cindy offered me a drink from her bottle, and it was really good. She’d showered at Corona’s, and her hair was damp. 

			“Is Jerry around?” I asked, pretty certain I’d only seen Corona in the apartment window the last few times I’d walked by. 

			“Uh-uh. They went south to do some berry picking. They felt like they needed to contribute more, be around more people. It’s actually really cool, their kinship group is working on restoring and updating their traditional seasonal travel ways. That involved gathering food at certain sites, and since the growing seasons are so wacky now, they’re able to share with Food Distribution.” 

			“Wow, that’s so great. That’s really great. I’m so glad that’s happening and that Jerry gets to be a part of it. And you, you’re staying at your old place?” I asked, unnecessarily. “I thought like—I never see anyone walking around anymore.” 

			“Yeah, I’m just, I don’t even know what to do. I’m waiting for something to come to me, to tell me what to do next.” 

			“I’m having a hard time imagining leaving because of my work, here,” I swept my arms to encompass the apartment, a paper monument to Moby Dick, tucked around a hydroponic food garden, on a foundation of discarded curbside furniture Rat, Cindy and I had collected over the years. 

			“I know! I’ve been painting constantly. Like, compulsively. I don’t think I could move all my materials. And I can’t let go of any of those pieces, they’re telling me something, but I don’t know what yet.”

			“Are they big?”

			“They’re all different sizes.”

			“They’re rad,” Cindy interjected. “Their apartment is like a goddamn gallery right now.” She turned to Corona, “You should open it up to the public.” Corona laughed hard and shook their head. 

			“It’s like, classic outsider art, right? Some Henry Darger shit, you’re all alone in the apartment, in your own world,” I speculated. I couldn’t see the paintings from street level.

			Corona wrinkled their nose. “I don’t know if I’d describe it like that. I’m not a creepy old white man, for one thing.” Corona self-identified as a brown genderqueer femme. 

			Cindy shook her head. “No way, it’s way more vibrant, and it’s totally not figurative.”

			“It’s not totally not figurative,” Corona mused. “But it’s not narrative. It’s like, some oracle stuff, you know what I’m talking about.”

			“I’m glad you have that, I’m glad you’re letting it lead your decisions,” I said carefully, nerves prickling. The question I was constantly putting out of my mind—what was leading my decisions? A 200 year old book. Even without having seen them, Corona’s paintings seemed like they might be better leaders. I was kind of jealous. Lately I found myself mistrusting my materials, despite my commitment to witnessing them unfold towards me. I tried to brush it off as a normal phase in academic work, but I was troubled by it—I was sleeping all day to avoid confronting it directly. 

			“You gaias should come over tomorrow. If you feel like leaving the house. Or is it like, an agoraphobia thing?”

			“Not really. I’ve just been super isolated. Like…where do you go, when there is nothing to buy?” Cindy leaned forward, but I didn’t let her interrupt me. “It’s so stupid. I miss going to a coffee shop to do work, all that garbage that seemed so, like, tedious when I was in school.”

			“Me too,” Corona sighed. “I’ve barely left the apartment since Jerry took off. There are still groups of people meeting, though, you know. Jerry was part of this group that checked in on people, Thursday evenings. They were making sure everyone had a chance to talk out loud and to get hugged, at least once a week, especially those living alone. I asked them not to come to my place anymore, though.” 

			“It’s fucking weird,” Cindy shook her head. “It doesn’t have to be this way.” She moved to sit on the floor in front of me, leaning against my knees. I started braiding her hair, like I always had, without really even thinking about it. “I mean, I’m very glad that group exists, but like, it shouldn’t have to. There are plenty of farms open where you can live and work together as a community, as a family. And there are other ways, too, like what Jerry’s doing.”

			“I know, but Cindy, you don’t get it,” Corona straightened up. “I’m—Wes, I’m not trying to speak for you but like—as an introvert, staying in the city is working out very well for me.”

			I nodded furiously in agreement.

			“I was, you know, an ‘indoor kid.’ I don’t want to go dig in the dirt. I don’t want to shovel shit. All I ever wanted to do was paint, or like, make images, and I have all the time in the world to do that now that I’m not expending my energy at wage work. I don’t have to make art that sells, either.” Corona used air quotes around “art that sells”. “It’s a goddamn miracle.” 

			“This is exactly what I was trying to describe to Cindy and Rat! Thank you so much for putting it into words.”

			Corona shrugged. “Believe me, I think about it a lot. I know why Jerry made their decision to do exactly that, go be with their people. We decided—like you gaias did—that their needs for being close to people were different from mine.”

			“No, I get it, I get it,” Cindy countered. “I don’t know what that would feel like. But I believe you. I’m happy for you, and I’m certainly impressed with your work.” She half-turned to me, and I held the braid I was working on loosely. “And I believe you, Wes, you know I do. We just miss you. We like being around you. People aren’t just interchangeable. I’m sure Jerry misses you, too, Corona. Hell, I miss you. I wish you would all come back to the farm with me.”

			“Jerry talked about trying to figure out where you were, before their cousin invited them to travel. I mean, he invited us both, but I stayed.” Corona stood up, finishing their cider. “On that note, I feel like I want to get home before it’s totally dark out. But I’ll see you tomorrow, right?” We made plans to go back to Corona’s whenever we were up and about in the morning.

			“Do you want us to walk you?” Cindy asked. “Wes needs to get outside.” Corona caught my rolling eye and grinned. 

			“Introvert. Likes walking alone.”

			

			Much later, after eating dinner, drinking the beers Cindy brought, and a couple more from Rat’s dwindling stash, and smoking some of the buds, we were in bed together. Cindy spooned me. I thought of Cindy as tall, wiry, witchy, and was surprised that I’d forgotten the layer of softness between her skin and her bones. I was sleepy, a little drunk and stoned, delighted at being touched after being entirely alone for a few months. 

			Cindy kissed my spine from my shoulders to the base of my skull and I felt like the parts of my body not touched by her were several feet away, echoing my pleasure a moment later in endless feedback. 

			“Why don’t you visit more often,” I mumbled.

			“Why don’t you come back to the farm with me,” she said softly in my ear, her mouth brushing my earlobe. 

			“Why don’t you and Rat move back to the city. We could find a bigger place. We could find a fucking mansion. We could—” 

			She laughed a little. “I don’t want a mansion. Rat and I have everything we want up there. I mean—except you.”

			

			Moving to the farm had always been Rat and Cindy’s dream. I had always counted on it staying a dream. Rat and Cindy met studying permaculture. We had indoor vegetables growing in our south-facing windows all year long. Rat’s sister, Lorna, and her partner, Drew, had been running their farm for years. We’d visit, back when Rat had a car and the charging stations were still open. It was idyllic, to be sure: a chicken coop, a small orchard, blueberry bushes, greens and beans and roots at a far higher volume than we could dream of producing in our apartment garden. By dinner, in the yellow lamplight of the low-ceilinged kitchen, we’d be making plans to build a tiny house or a yurt—we wouldn’t need much space since our food would be growing outside, and we could put solar panels anywhere we wanted. I’d be the first to backpedal: what about my and Cindy’s medication? We both used hormone replacement. By the time radionic medicine became widely available—vibrationally correcting all manner of imbalances that might lead to discomfort or illness—we had already moved to the city and I was deep into my coursework at the University. So we stayed. 

			The first few weeks of being on Strike were one big party, sneaking into bars and restaurants where friends still had keys, everything furtive and strange and hilarious. We felt relieved we hadn’t been trained into any positions of civil service—those folks were working harder than ever to figure out what utilities and services could continue. We were just along for the ride. Rat and Cindy started a group that went around helping people set up hydroponic gardens and bicycle generators in their city apartments. I met with my advisor, Johanna, who advised me to keep working on my dissertation.

			“I’m going to miss the academic world,” she admitted, “But I’m so interested to see how we continue to come together to think and learn. It’s an exciting time. It’s an exciting time for time! It feels almost too good to be real, doing my research without having to teach classes, apply for grants, all of that. I’ve made real progress on my book in the last month.”

			“Me too! I mean, I kind of have. It’s been weird, adjusting.”

			“Take this time. We don’t know where things are going to go, yet. We have all the time in the world. Take your book list to the library when they open for enrolled students next week. Just immerse yourself in your work and enjoy this time.” 

			As I was getting ready to leave, she asked if we were still using our phones. 

			“We already stopped,” I told her. “All the apps we used kept getting hacked, it wasn’t even functional anymore.”

			“Good. Personally, I’m worried about being tracked. There are still plenty of people with access to all the data on our phones. Contracts and confidentiality are null and void, if they ever meant anything to begin with. Since we don’t have to use phones for work anymore, the risk isn’t worth it.”

			“I still kinda figure, no one cares where I am.” 

			She shrugged. “I don’t want to find out who does.”

			

			Enrolled students were invited to come to the university library with their book lists—first come, first serve. After that, alumni and then the general public had access to the library, and what remained was moved onto one floor. The rest of the building, and some adjacent wings of the University, became a Supply Library. Folks made more room for indoor gardening in their apartments by sharing household supplies—everything from bakeware to audio recording devices. Farms and neighborhood gardens brought in bumper crops for Food Distribution.

			The Strike stretched into months. Rat’s parents stopped by on their way to the farm. Gifted early retirement, they left their modest apartment to the Guaranteed Housing Group, which had formed to ensure everyone was now housed, as landlords could no longer charge rent. People were leaving cities and suburbs to join each other on farms. Without the capitalist sociality of working and shopping, and with phone usage dwindling, it was the best way to stay connected to others and maintain or make new families, and to get fed if you didn’t want to wait for Food Distribution or grow an indoor garden. Rat’s folks invited us to join them, and there was no hesitation, that first time—none of us wanted to leave. 

			“I think this is too important of a time for Cindy and me to be doing this work,” Rat explained, Cindy nodding emphatically in wide-eyed agreement. “Helping people grow their own food and generate their own electricity and just like, uncovering whatever this no-longer-capitalism is going to become.” 

			“I am so proud of you two—and Lorna and Drew—for your commitment to food sustainability,” Mom said.  

			“What does this mean for your degree, Wes?” Dad asked. 

			“It’s, I mean,” I shrugged broadly, “The University has basically ceased to exist so…I’m finishing what I started because it’s…it’s what I care about.” I’d been fighting for my right to study literature for as long as I could remember, and it still made me nervous to talk about it. It was worse now, knowing there was almost guaranteed to be no recognition for my work. 

			Dad considered it. He was a thoughtful person. “Admirable,” he finally conceded.

			

			I kept working on my dissertation, as I’d been doing for the previous year. I initially dug into reading and writing to find lines of flight out of late capitalism, and I didn’t know how that pursuit would work in no-longer-capitalism. Cindy and Rat were regularly out giving trainings and helping set up indoor gardens, the days taking on a pattern not dissimilar from when they went to work at the bakery and liquor store, respectively, except now they were either both gone, or both home. They had a lot of time to talk without me, and during that time, they decided to move up to the farm. 

			“I don’t want to burden anyone with the storage of my books,” I said. Cindy and Rat sat across the table from me. We were eating sourdough bread that Cindy baked, with strawberry-peach jam Lorna made at the farm. “I don’t want anyone to think I’m not pulling my weight when I’m reading and writing.” 

			“There are other, like, really important jobs to do on the farm—like the laundry, and—” Cindy began. 

			I cut her off, “I’m not going back to writing in my ‘spare time.’” Rat stood up and brushed crumbs off the table into the palm of his hand, looking grimly resigned to listening to the same conversation we were having a dozen more times. He started doing the dishes and didn’t say anything.

			In the end, we all understood one another. They left and I stayed, and I was surprised by my sense of relief. I hadn’t lived alone in a long time. No matter how much “space” they gave me, how we split up chores and funds and supported one another, how much fun we had, I worked better alone. I liked that no one knew what hours I kept, no one worried about how long I’d gone without showering or leaving the apartment. I’d roll over in bed up against a hardcover book and start reading, following ideas rhizomatically from room to room in the apartment, each stack of books its own geographic location and emotional-intellectual climate. 

			

			“What are you even doing, here? Besides writing,” Cindy asked. The morning was cozily gray, and we were cuddling and chatting in bed.

			“I’m luxuriating in my descent,” I said grandly, a phrase I repeated in my head the past couple of months to soothe my mild guilt over getting drunk alone. 

			“I’m going to roll my eyes so hard they pop out of my asshole,” she threatened.

			“No! Don’t do that!” I exclaimed, and we laughed and laughed.

			“Did you read Rat’s letter yet?”

			“No…did you read it?”

			“No! No way, I don’t read other people’s correspondence.”

			“I thought maybe he shared it with you.”

			“No.”

			

			Rat and I met at a house show in a city neither of us lived in, during a summer that was hotter than usual for that city, where it was mostly cool and rainy. I offered him a hit off my joint in line for the bathroom, and he offered me a draw on his flat, pocket-sized whiskey bottle. 

			“How grandfatherly,” I joked. 

			Later, when a band played in the exposed-beam basement, I was pummelled repeatedly on my right side, and realized the person I was slamming into on the left was Rat. We smiled broadly at one another, sweat dripping into our eyes, bare damp arms chafing together. 

			When the band finished, we were swept upstairs in the movement of the crowd, side by side. The bottleneck opened up into the filthy kitchen, smelling like a sloppily used compost bin, where fruit flies congregated on every beer can rim. We found ourselves in the marginally cooler back yard. The air would have been fresh if you could avoid the cigarette smoke. White moths fluttered in our faces. The group that moved as one organism in the basement was re-organized into tight, shadowy clusters of people facing one another and making unintelligible exclamations, punctuated with laughter. We ran into Rat’s friend Misty, who he was there with. She winced with pain. 

			“I rolled my ankle, like, really bad.” 

			“Oh shit,” Rat and I said in unison. He’d grabbed some cold, dripping beers from a cooler somewhere and handed her one, telling her to put it on her leg. He handed me another, and opened one himself.

			“Ha ha,” she said. “No, seriously, we have to go—I’m legit hurt, I can’t hang out anymore.”

			Rat handed me his open beer and shrugged. I took a long drink, sorry that we wouldn’t get to know each other. I liked his manner. He smiled freely and laughed hard, as if everything astonished him. He was a loose-limbed sloucher in ragged shoes, and his cutoff shorts were the exact right length.

			“What’d you say your name was again?”

			“Wes, and you’re Rat, right?”

			“Yeah hey. Do you want to get breakfast tomorrow?”

			“Fuck yes,” I said, with drunk enthusiasm. We picked a place in the neighborhood, and decided to go early, in hopes of beating the brunch crowd. He helped Misty up and she clung to him, apologizing.

			“Hey it’s cool, you gotta take care, I hope it’s not too fucked up!”

			“Me too!”

			Rat grinned at me over his shoulder and I found myself with an open beer in each hand. Eventually I reunited with Emily and Paul, the friends I was visiting. We drank with the bands late into the night, and stopped for last call at the bar where their roommate, Jamie, worked.

			I never sleep well when I’m wasted. It was stuffy in the apartment, and it got light only a couple hours after I tried to sleep. I felt like I’d just gotten comfortable, stretched out on top of my sleeping bag on the floor, when the alarm on my phone went off. It was time for me to head out and meet Rat, and no one else was up.  

			Only the thought of never seeing Rat again, and him assuming I stood him up—or worse, forgot we had a date—got me to the diner. I smoked the roach from last night that I found in my pocket on the walk there. I almost kept my sunglasses on indoors, but decided that was too weird. I sunk down at a table, resisting the urge to lie my head down on it, and ordered an iced tea. 

			Rat strode in wearing a red hoodie, just as cool as he’d seemed to me the night before. He spotted me and I waved. 

			“Ohhh, dude,” he said, taking one look at me as he slid into the opposite chair, “Did you have a rough night?”

			“I’m barely functioning,” I admitted. 

			“Been there,” he nodded, sighing. “We’ve all been there.”

			He told funny stories over vegan huevos rancheros and cornmeal waffles, and I felt better. We walked around all day, ping-ponging around the neighborhood. He got an iced coffee and clacked the ice cubes around, idly raking wire hangers along a clothing rack made of industrial pipe at a used clothing store. We rifled through racks of records, laughed at old book titles, examined bits and baubles—oracle cards, polished gemstones, antique jewelry. Rat asked about a price on an Ethiopian Coptic cross pendant, and his interest immediately hollowed. 

			“That’s a little out of my price range,” he said out of the side of his mouth when the clerk had stepped away.

			“Jesus Christ,” I whispered back, “Mine too.”

			“It’s just so silly. You can find everything you need; you never have to buy anything new. Like seriously, think about it, think about all the old stuff we’ve been looking at. I can’t even believe people are making new stuff.”

			We didn’t buy anything.

			 

			I moved from the city I lived in, to the college town where Rat grew up. We’d been living together for a few years, in and out of school, in and out of mostly crappy jobs, still having fun, when he went for training and certification in permaculture on the opposite coast. That was the first time I lived alone. I stalked around the neighborhood, pissed off at the moss growing around the gutters of some small industrial building. I felt disgusted by everything and everyone I could think of. I got stoned, taking empty side streets. I followed my nausea back to its source, where I was surprised to find some self-loathing I’d been pressing aside, some suffocating recognition that I was stuck in myself, and it wasn’t ever going to be any other way. Once I was there with that, I could sink into it and find a cozy place. I returned library books. I went home and made a baked potato. I fell asleep listening to the radio, and woke up in the middle of the night stretched out like a sea star in the whole bed. I realized I was going to have the best time ever, all by myself. 

			Rat texted me about Cindy the day he met her, their first day of class: “I made a hott queer friend yay!!!!” A week later he texted me that I would love her, and week after that he texted me that they were sleeping together. A month later, he texted that they were in love, and that she couldn’t wait to meet me. A month after that, I flew out to the high desert, where they were digging Cindy’s stuff out of storage in the basement of the punk house she’d last lived in. I got to know her through the organization of her belongings and the way she labeled boxes. 

			“Wes, would you braid my hair?” Cindy asked me in the evening, sitting down on the floor next to me. She asked so sweetly it made my guts dip and my ears burn.

			“Of course,” I said, and she leaned her warm back into my shins.

			“Rat told me you always say you want him to grow his hair out so you can play with it.”

			“It’s true.” Rat had dirty, straw-like hair, and he couldn’t tolerate it growing long enough to get in his eyes or touch his neck. I grinned. Rat grinned. Cindy squeezed my ankles. I braided her hair. 

			Cindy stayed in her friend’s room, conscientiously giving Rat and I space to get to know one another again. We slept on a lumpy hide-a-bed, kissing chastely and remembering how our bodies fit together.

			We all drove back to the northwest, telling stories, rotating drivers and nappers, eating day-old bagels at windy rest area picnic shelters. Cindy was easily enfolded into our home.

			

			When we finally got out of bed, Cindy sliced an apple into thin slices, and brewed nettle tea. And I was thinking, maybe I should go back with her. I could take only the books which were most needed, and maybe Johanna would hang onto the rest until I could get back to the city. I didn’t mind doing laundry. I liked folding clothes.

			I watched Cindy moving efficiently and familiarly through the kitchen. I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her tight. She made a hmmm sound and snaked her arms through mine, squeezing me back. 

			“When’s the last time you had an apple?” she asked, and fed me a slice.

			

			The buzzer at Corona’s building was broken, too, and I thought that was funny. 

			“Thanks for getting me out of the house, Cindy,” I said sheepishly. I stared down every alleyway on the way to Corona’s apartment, remembering how much I liked looking at the black, crisscrossing lines of electric wires. It wasn’t quite raining, but there was a mist that clung to our hair and Cindy’s glasses. 

			She kissed me on the mouth, long, and said “Everybody needs fresh air.” She paused and added, “I can’t believe I’m calling this fresh air.”

			Corona came and opened the door for us. Her elevator still worked, haltingly, stopping too soon before the floor level. We had to take a step up.

			It was not yet midday, and Corona had the front blinds drawn, a heavy incense burning. I coughed quietly and Cindy frowned, wiping her glasses. Corona displayed not only paintings, but tableaus to go with them. I realized I was holding my breath. I was looking at a painting all bold-colored blocks stroked sloppy behind a huge, perfect black egg. It was lit by a faux Tiffany lamp, low-wattage bulb glowing half-heartedly through prismatic glass in scarlet, cobalt, and emerald, with a lavender rendering of a dragonfly embedded in the lead. A short black glass vase braced the other side of the painting, with a bleached bare branch reaching. A smaller square piece was one shade of deep orange, patchy, with a garland of rosemary sprigs wreathing its base. 

			“I don’t want to be a jerk,” Cindy said, “but this incense is really getting to me. I think I gotta wait outside.”

			Corona murmured apologetically and I told Cindy I’d meet up with her.

			Tiny postcard-sized renderings of scowling and smiling demons nestled among the plants in Corona’s abundant food garden. She must not have usually kept the curtains closed. Her easel had a partially painted canvas, a more clearly delineated landscape than any of the other pieces, a desert cliff cutting into a vast blue sky.

			“All my paintings start out with a landscape behind them,” she explained. “But then I just keep going.”

			Being in Corona’s personal space with her oracles suddenly felt too intimate. A prickly sweat broke out along my scalp. You could feel how she was pouring all her energy into the paintings, which refracted the energy back into her, gaining momentum with no other targets to land on. There was a palpable magic to it, but it was private, and witnessing it felt somewhere between standing in an electrical storm and accidentally entering a room where other people were having sex. I tripped over my words assuring her that I loved her work. I asked if I could give her a hug, but she said no—I touched my heart with my fingertips and held them up in a half-wave, instead, and we agreed to go for a walk together sometime. I slipped out.

			Cindy was sprawled on the front steps, face tilted to the weak sun that had broken through the overcast morning, seemingly recovered.

			I sat next to her, shaking my head to clear it.

			“What the fuck was in that incense?” I sneezed hard a couple of times.

			“The incense was making me sick. But her work is amazing, huh? I swear to god the setup wasn’t that intense last night.”

			“It was intense,” I agreed, thinking I might say more, but not finding any words. “Let’s walk. Now that I’m out here, I feel like I could walk around forever.”

			“See, now this does feel like fresh air, after that incense! Being in the city is messing me up. I can’t even figure out where it’s safe to breathe.”

			We walked down sidewalks and through alleys. We only saw one person, an older man in rocking chair on a front porch. He blinked and half-smiled at us in acknowledgment. Old tulip and daffodil bulbs were still making flowers, peeping out of tall, unruly lawns.

			We sat on the ground by the bay, where the air was still and stagnant, smelling of rotting sea life. Cindy balled up her hoodie for a pillow and lay down.

			“I think I’m gonna go back up north tomorrow,” she mumbled. “It fucking stinks here.”

			“Gee, Cindy, tell us how you really feel,” I joked, poking her gently in the ribs. She cleared her throat and pulled the sleeve of the hoodie over her eyes, flipping me off with the other hand.

			Once I was pretty sure she was asleep, I twisted around to get Rat’s letter out of my pocket. He wrote in flowing script with cramped loops and long tails.

			Wes, Dear One, it read. Do what you have to do. I trust you to trust yourself. We’ll always welcome you, if you decide to leave the city. If you stay awhile, I’ll try to come visit. I hope you and Cindy have a good time. I couldn’t stand the thought of traveling, right now. Always loving you, Rat.

			It wasn’t the best love letter I’d ever received, even from him, but it made me feel good. I smiled, a little glow spreading from my heart up my neck. Rat and I used to drive around all the time, aimlessly or to far-flung destinations, but he got burnt out on it after driving coast-to-coast twice. He only got into his car reluctantly after we moved to the city, rarely driving, preferring to sit in the back seat with the window open and air on his face, quietly taking herbal tinctures and closing his eyes while Cindy and I goofed off in the front. It meant a lot to me that he would consider hitchhiking to get here. I missed him. 

			

			“It feels so bad in the city,” Cindy plied me again, as I braided her hair later, after dark. She coughed and I had to hold the braid loosely. “Like, I don’t think you even know how bad you feel. I feel like shit and I’ve only been here a day and a half.”

			“You mean like, the air quality? It’s not always this bad, it’s just the fires.” I’d kept the windows closed and the air filter on since Cindy had been here, but spending the afternoon outdoors sort of negated the gesture.

			“Yeah, but there didn’t used to be fires this time of year, anyway.”

			I shrugged.

			“It’s not just that. It’s bad fucking vibes. Or something. I just really don’t want to be here.” She shivered. “It’s weird. I didn’t expect to feel this way…and it’s not like I haven’t been having a good time with you. I just want to go home.” 

			“This doesn’t feel like home to you anymore,” I said, more of a statement than a question.

			“This is your bachelor pad now, man. You said it yourself.”

			“No, I’m pretty sure you said that.”

			“Well, I wasn’t wrong.”

			I put an elastic around the second braid and patted her shoulder to signal that I was done. She laughed softly and took my hand and kissed my fingers. 

			I was thinking, maybe I would go back with her. 
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			Although they live in the city, Ian Oak dreams of the fall of civilization and the possibilities that exist thereafter. They are slowly amassing a queer sci fi/fantasy library of rare and out of print paperbacks, understanding that ephemera is often all that survives of queer communities as they are destroyed or co-opted by capitalist cisheteropatriarchy. Ian is interested in documenting queer resistance, cultural memory, and living off the land in non-oppressive ways.

		

		
			“The Next Time”

			Ian Oak

			Trigger warning: dissociation, sexual assault, flashbacks

			Chords: Capo 2

			E7 A7 E7 A7 x2

			G7 E7 C7 E7 x2

			When it happened for the first time

			It was like watching a car crash

			Your body crashing into mine

			I was up there on the ceiling

			Looking down upon the carnage

			Incorporeal, but reeling

			I don’t ever wanna go back

			Don’t wanna feel myself go under

			Cause every time that I go back

			Fear rings in my ears like thunder

			And when it happened for the third time

			It was like being in a film

			And I pretended I was fine

			Then I was back there on the ceiling

			Looking down at this mannequin

			But my fingers regained feeling

			I don’t ever wanna go back

			Don’t wanna feel myself go under

			I wanna take my power back

			But the thought still makes me shudder

			And when it happened for the ninth time

			I saw you walking in the street

			And I thought I was doing fine

			Then I was back there on the ceiling

			Landing on the bed between us

			And I knew that you could feel me

			And now I know I wanna go back

			Want to feel myself go under

			Because the next time I go back

			I’m gonna kill that motherfucker

			(repeat, end on E7)

			“One Rib, Two Rib, Three Rib”

			Chords: Capo 2

			Am E Dm E7

			You don’t know the hungry ghosts

			that whisper to you in your dreams

			You don’t listen to the thorns

			that catch you through your jeans

			You should have heard the stairs creaking

			felt the hairs on your neck stiffen

			You threw the bones into the trees

			the bones that my blood christened

			One rib, two rib, three rib

			I’m gathering an army

			Behind oak leaves are watching eyes

			Crow-black and starry

			(solo)

			Morning glory’s white trumpets

			creep up into your windows

			Blackbirds pick at bones beneath

			the foxglove’s fuchsia thimbles

			I’ve seen you stuck in spider silk

			knotted in the lies you’ve written

			You threw the bones into the trees

			the bones that my blood christened

			One rib, two rib, three rib

			I’m gathering an army

			Behind oak leaves are eyes

			watching, crow-black and starry

			May the poison you planted

			salt the earth beneath your feet

			May you shiver every night

			from the ghosts of your misdeeds

			One rib, two rib, three rib

			I’m gathering an army

			Behind oak leaves are eyes

			watching, crow-black and starry

			(repeat, end on Am)
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			Ellen MacAskill has loved the process of making this zine as a writer who gets bored hanging out alone. Meeting other weirdos to rant and chat about anti-o and the future has been a highlight of her short time in Vancouver, as a settler on unceded Coast Salish territories. She comes from the North of Scotland and believes in the transformative powers of poetry, shared food, care, and red hair dye.

		

		
			Cyborg Femme Solidarity Alliance

			A collective dedicated to breaking down all human/robot/organic/cyborg hierarchies & fighting for the liberation of all femmes and 
oppressed people on Earth and beyond.

			Presenting…

			 What happened on Operation Fusion?

			 An investigation into incidents that took place on the space mission of the 20’s resulting in the mutiny and destruction of the Operation Fusion ship known as the Commander after the mistreatment and abuse of the cyborgs on board.

			 

			Published 2035 in NYC. Anti-copyright. 
Spread the word.

			 No more cover-ups! No more lies!

			Justice for the Team of Four 
and their descendants!

			  

			 Contents:
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			4. Cyborg Health report

			5. Rihanna’s Diary

			6. Free Guardian Article

			7. Final Transmitted message

			End.

			 (Trigger warnings: Mentions of suicide and sexual abuse.)

			 

			1. Introduction

			Cyborg: (n.) a sentient being constituted of both organic and robotic parts.

			The CFSA formed in 2033, when founding members in New York started investigating the history of cloning and cyborg exploitation.

			 These findings centered around the Operation Fusion mission and the cover-up of the destruction of the Commander space ship.

			 Pictured below, the so-called AstroBaristas achieved brief fame as the first high-profile cyborgs, and the first to resist their subordination to organic humans.

			To remember their legacy exposes and opposes the system which created them, abused them, and erased them.

			While we do not seek to make heroes of these complex and little-known femmes, we do position their violent revolt alongside our ongoing struggles against oppression.

			The documents that follow have been collected using various, sometimes illegal, means, with the help of whistleblowers, hackers, and activists. 
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			2. Press release, pre-Fusion take-off:

			 For immediate release November 20th 2020:

			AstroBarista Technology unveiled in partnership with NASA, a revolution of artificial intelligence, inventor Peterson speaks out

			A new breed of artificial intelligence was unveiled to the world today under the name ‘AstroBarista’. For the first time, these robots have been programmed to possess human qualities of empathy and emotional intelligence. The pilot ‘Team of Four’ will accompany the human crew of NASA’s Operation Fusion on the Commander Ship to Proxima Centauri B.

			The collection of DNA for security purposes by the US government has not only strengthened American communities and borders through more effective law enforcement, but also allowed for huge advancements in the scientific fields of genetics and robotics. DNA can be used for cloning purposes in the field of organ transplants, and now for the first time, building part-human-part-robot artificial intelligence.

			Greg Peterson, founder of AstroBarista Ltd., computer scientist and engineer, says:

			“The advancements we have seen in recent years in the field of artificial intelligence have been huge, but they’ve all been missing something. I was inspired by the automation of low-skill jobs in countries like Finland in the wake of the Universal Basic Income. But as I went to my local Starbucks every day on my way to work, I thought how much we would miss the human aspect of server-consumer interactions, and what might be lost with fully robotic automation.”

			Around this time, plans for the Operation Fusion mission were being hatched at NASA’s base in Houston TX. Peterson heard that they were seeking new talent in the fields of engineering for an extraterrestrial mining project.

			“Long story short, I sent templates for AstroBarista to a friend involved in Fusion, and soon NASA were in touch offering to fund my project and work in partnership to tailor-make these AI to staff the Commander ship.”

			Julie Davis of NASA, spokesperson for the Operation Fusion TX base, says:

			“We have seen an epidemic over the years of poor mental health in American people, specifically in our men, whose reported suicide rates are higher than ever before. In the post-marriage age, and on long-term space missions where human interaction is limited, the AstroBaristas provide not only the completion of physical tasks, like serving food and drinks and cleaning, but valuable emotional support.”

			Unlike other robotic technology of 2010s, these robots, built in the image of well-loved female celebrities, are equipped with empathy, literacy, and what Peterson describes as “gut instinct”, an emergency survival mechanism activated in various types of crisis.

			“I don’t see these girls as robots,” says Peterson. “For one thing, our pilot Team of Four look a lot more like Beyoncé, Shakira, Rihanna, and Kim Kardashian than your usual cyberman! But on a serious note, I see these creations as real women, with all the power and magic and feeling that comes with that title.”

			The multi-billion dollar Operation Fusion project is billed as the future of both sustainable energy and space travel, and a huge investment in the future of the American economy.

			3. Floor Plan Of The Ship
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			 4. Report by the late Dr. Andi Sanchez 
(sustainability manager and AstroBarista supervisor, only female crew member of Operation Fusion) 
about state of the Team of Four 
in Year 3 of the mission. 

			Excerpt from notes on their health check-up:

			The women have formed an ecosystem of their own in their quarters, which they call the Den, behind the Snug where they work. None of the other crew members are remotely aware of it […] 

			Beyoncé trusts me more now, and mentioned details of their daily routine as we chatted during her check-up, some of which were new to me […] Their emotional drives are as high-functioning as Petersen promised as they have formed sexual and romantic bonds, as well as the bonds of a family. These robot-girls are full of surprises. Rihanna also mentioned that she keeps a journal on her private file on the cloud using the tablet I gave her. 

			Creativity as therapy makes it easier for them to uphold their duties as informal therapists to the crew members. On that note, Shakira seems the most reluctant in this role. She holds a great deal of bitterness inside her. I asked her to explain her anger at having to work but she did not say anything except that she wants to cut her shifts. She does not trust me like the others.

			I checked up on all of their Sources, the ‘plug socket’ in their lower backs that connects their flesh to their inner machinery, and asked them all to record their charging routine in the Restoration Unit for a week so I can monitor energy levels and consumption. Twenty minutes plugged in per day should be sufficient, but I want to encourage them to experiment with longer charging times and test for more efficiency. 

			No signs of cords fraying or internal glitching yet. Guidelines advise that these wear-and-tear signs won’t kick in until their 8th year at the earliest. 

			Formal report will be transmitted to Petersen for review.

			 5. Excerpts from Ri’s diary
including details of abuse experienced by Kira, accessed remotely through the NASA cloud following the destruction of the Commander:

			Year 2

			Day 30

			They’ve given me a tablet to write on. Sanchez says it’ll help in the long run. I don’t know what she means or whether to trust her yet but these words all come very easily to me.

			Year 2

			Day 169

			Kira is a mess. She came back from the Snug crying and shaking, which she never does, and Kim and Bey were sleeping so we went into the Restoration Unit beside our room and sat on the floor and I held her until she calmed down and told me what had happened. She’s usually so strong but it’s that guy, the engineer who always bothers her. It was violent. She tried to fight back but this time has pushed her over the edge. I’m going to ask Sanchez about signing her off for the week.

			Year 4

			Day 42

			Sometimes I wonder about how much longer we’re expected to keep up this act. Any care I took in my job wore off by Year 3 but there’s no end in sight. Kira cares less and less every day. I’ve started taking books from the ship’s library, no one else ever touches the ‘humanities’ section, but it’s the only way I can pass the time. Bey and Kim are as co-dependent as ever, always hanging around the Snug while one works and the other sits watching—they don’t seem bothered by the way the crew stare. I think I’d prefer that obliviousness to this frustration.

			Year 7

			Day 109

			The fraying in my Source gets worse when I go to recharge. Kira noticed last night when we were having sex. I had been putting off telling her…didn’t want her to have more stress to deal with. But she felt the loose wire sticking out, the sharp edge left a scratch on her. Now she’s freaking out. I don’t know what to tell her—this is why I’ve been so shitty lately, I get it now, I understand why you’re always so angry, I’m sorry if I didn’t validate your rage before…She’s hatching some kind of plan. Kim and Bey know now too, about my sickness, but not the extent of it. They seem to be doing a lot of “processing” in their relationship and don’t have time for our agitations.

			Day 112

			The pain comes in the night. Stops me from smiling on shift, not even in the autopilot way I used to. Like a series of static shocks running up and down my spine. I’ve moved my bed away from the others, to the other side of the room, so they don’t have to deal with me kicking in my sleep.

			Day 120

			Kira had an episode last night. I went to see her on shift when the others were sleeping and she broke down. No one was around. She’d had a check-up appointment with Sanchez, some dude had complained about her behaviour so they sent her…it was horrible to see her like that again. Sanchez tried to probe her for information but she didn’t give anything away.

			Day 240

			It’s happening. Tomorrow. Kim and Bey are finally onboard. Kira promised them she knows the way to PC-b where we can live ourselves, where our bodies will adapt. But we both know that I’m getting sicker and the chances of us making it are tiny. And as I crumble from the Source and the inside-out, it’s only a matter of time before the others start malfunctioning. We know how to access to the Life Ship pods and we have the stuff from the Sustainability Lab that’s going to disable the whole crew. I’m working the morning shift. I’ll distribute it.

			What if someone in Texas is reading this on the remote network? Well. It’s too late for you to intervene anyway. You built us this way and now your mission must suffer the consequences. Time for that emergency survival mechanism to prove itself.

			 6. The Free Guardian USA Online, 
20th May 2021

			BREAKING: 

			Operation Fusion: Leaked documents reveal 
chance of native inhabitants on PC-b 
ruled out by NASA and Bannon

			Documents seen by the Free Guardian reveal that Proxima Centauri B may be home to sentient native beings. An anonymous whistle-blower inside NASA shared the documents with journalists on Thursday after being dismissed from their position in the Operation Fusion home base in Texas, US. Fusion officials have previously claimed that the energy mission would have “no foreseeable negative impact” on the natural environment of the planet. Indigenous groups across the world have spoken out against the “neo-colonialism of space travel” since rumours of sentient life on PC-b started spreading online.

			Operation Fusion, announced in 2020 by the Bannon administration as the “final frontier in the search for new energy sources”, put out a detailed report about the conditions of life on PC-b, the closest planet to our next closest sun Alpha Centauri. The report claimed that although plant life and water had been detected on the land, no native species would be harmed in the mining of Gold Oil.

			However, an insider shared classified images on Thursday appearing to show beings moving across the landscape across the course of several shots. The images taken by a satellite focus on an area of water on PC-b monitored for changes in climate. The beings in the blurred images resemble aardvarks with turtle-like shells.

			The Operation Fusion mission has already attracted controversy for its use of the genetic data of four high-profile female celebrities in the creation of ‘AstroBarista’ artificial intelligence designed for use as staff on the Commander ship, deemed by critics as ‘improper and non-consensual’ use of DNA. Since the widespread collection of DNA in 2019, the definition of ‘improper use’ has been the subject of multiple lawsuits.

			Publicists at the Operation Fusion base have so far declined to comment on the revelations.

			Photos to come in tomorrow’s Free Guardian.

			 7. Transcription of final message received by Houston TX on October 29th 2027 from a human crew member of Operation Fusion:

			“They’ve burned down the ship…They poisoned us…they put poison in…it must have been in the coffee…excuse me, having trouble breathing…some of us survived but then came the flames…they burned the Snug—the blonde one, she started it—then took off on the Life Ship pods before we knew what was happening [long pause, gasping]—all ruined, all dead…God help us, what have we done to deserve this…Houston? Houston…remember us…trouble breathing—[audible sobbing]

			[end of transmission]”

			 

			End-note from the cyborg femme solidarity alliance

			If you have any further information regarding the incidents outlined in this zine, please contact us via our website: downwithorganics.com

			CFSA, NYC, 2035.
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			Fenrir Cerebellion is mostly just a strange space ghost born from trauma, living in some other nebula hiding from this one. Xy have been writing fantasy and sci-fi for half xyr lifespan, and some of that can be read at fencefiction.com While xy grew up in the mountains and woods of the Syilx/Okanagan Nation, xy currently live on Unceded Coast Salish Territory. More than anything, xy take to writing to see worlds where queerness, mental illness, disability are the norm.

		

		
			Count

			Fenrir Cerebellion

			Content: friendship, disability, body horror

			If anyone ever asked, June would rattle off the date of two day’s prior with a practised ease. Everyone, especially the older folks and the young folks not old enough to think beyond lessons of older folks—everyone asked. It was an automatic part of greeting one another; it was ‘hello’, ‘how are you?’, ‘when did you count last?’. The older folks had words to say on manners and impolite language, but of late the common shorthand was ‘last count?’.

			June isn’t sure if they are supposed to respond to that. Sometimes it was so quick and in passing, that they were left on the street awkward and fumbling for the date of the day before yesterday. When meeting someone proper, the question feels authoritative. Perhaps not from the person asking, but from everyone as a whole, asking.

			Last count?

			“The fourteenth,” they reply. There is nothing conversational about this question, here in the hubbub of voices surrounding, June is bored of this non-interaction.

			Their answer always garnered the same response, that they should count again within the next day.

			This new stranger instead says, “Ugh, again soon.”

			June’s boredom drops at the sudden change in script. They blink and refocus on the person sitting opposite.

			She had introduced herself as Fatima. In this crowded shop that persuades strangers to sit with one another, her meal appears comprised entirely of vegetables; she had said she was ‘busy’ but said it in such an upbeat fashion, she was evidently not burdened by such realities. “I did last night,” she says, with a laborious voice. “But I won’t again for as long as I can.”

			“It’s so tedious,” June agrees with their own begrudging view. This was another common line among people their age; Fatima is older, June is testing the waters.

			“I just have so much else I have to do, all the time. It’s a pain to squeeze it in.” Fatima catches onto June’s smirk from the comment and adds, “Into my schedule.”

			“I wish I had a busy schedule,” bemoans June. “I feel like I do nothing, waiting around, until I have to—” they don’t want to say it, they don’t have to; it is implied. “—again.” The lunch in front of them was forgotten with all their newfound interesting conversation. “What is it you do?”

			Fatima smiles and forgets her meal as well, she talks about how her job is too much paperwork and not enough fieldwork. Fatima smiles because June smiled first, not knowing that June has not smiled earnestly with another person for some time.

			June is contributing to the hubbub of conversation in a shop. They respond with their desire for nearly any kind of work, but that they don’t have the energy for physical tasks and long hours. The placement centre in their burrough has always misread their attempts to acquire employment, and positioned them in perhaps perfect jobs, but entire burroughs away.

			The city’s transportation system was built for bicycles. June cannot ride bicycles.

			“And the metro is so designed for them too!” Fatima jumps in. “I have to enforce my space just to take an elevator down. Or take an industrial lift.”

			“What!?” Industrial lifts, tunnels and conveyors, carry import and export throughout the city. They are how grocery stores restock, how construction and building maintenance are supplied, how any large goods are moved out, in, or around the city. June is aghast. “That is disgusting. Like, how can an accessible infrastructure not result in an aware culture.”

			“Entitlement,” Fatima chirps, as she absently twirls a spindly fork to address her meal. “Don’t spread that around though. I don’t want to encourage that as an option.”

			June agrees it’s definitely not an option.

			Their conversation trails into the standard discussion about the burroughs they live in: whose was more of a food desert, new initiatives on energy consumption, and further considerations on how hard it was to get from their respective burroughs to the places they needed to all about the city. Fatima had a straightforward commute. June could wax poetic for hours about being in the most access considerate burrough and how difficult it was to get out.

			“It feels pretty fenced in,” they say, tossing their lunch’s remains around their utensil. At some point, the two of them had remembered their meals. As June turns gloomy again on the topic of their neighbourhood, Fatima makes polite preparations to leave. “Back to your paperwork?”

			“Back to my paperwork,” Fatima beams. June smiles back.

			June watches Fatima wheel away and instantly regrets not scarfing down the rest of their lunch then and there as some other person eagerly takes the empty seat in the busy shop.

			“Last count?”

			Their smile drops and June sneers. The intruder on June’s short happiness is greatly offended but refuses to march off in a huff. It was a very busy shop.

			

			After another standard week of nothing much, of the honestly unassuming but entirely probing constant interrogation of ‘last count?’, June looks up Fatima on the public census. They knew her name, a guess of an age group, and where she lived: it was easy. Remembering the woman’s existence and her controversial attitude, June was content for several days just knowing that Fatima exists.

			An elderly neighbour in their apartment complex hall harrassing them about needing to count soon, about doing it more regularly maybe, about this new device developed for the elderly in case June was too lazy to count themself—as though someone so young couldn’t possibly have physical issues. All this and the day-to-day every person always asking ‘last count?’, June caves.

			It is a sunny afternoon—it is often a sunny afternoon—and June sits barefoot on the ledge of rooftop they have access to. Their feet swing in the breeze and the fifty foot drop to street level. Their burrough’s demand for more residences in a place incapable of annexing surrounding burroughs had made development move upward. June’s view is the building opposite with its obvious difference between the original architecture and newer, ecologically smarter materials that made an additional two storeys. June had sat on this ledge before the developments, and now they feel that even the sky is being fenced in.

			Sunny afternoons did naught to lighten the oppressive feeling. June sends Fatima a message. They were not expecting to receive an immediate response. Apparently Fatima is at their desk, dealing with the unfortunately high ratio of paper to field work, and so is free to manage her inbox. Her reply is bright and reads as friendly, even in the face of June’s standard but awkward greeting. The fact that the words ‘last’ and ‘count’ do not appear together in the message is a breath of fresh air.

			June immediately breathes, big, large huffs of openly complaining how rude it’s considered to exist and yet how entitled people felt to know about your health.

			Fatima’s jovial reply was about how real that was, as she commiserated.

			They make a lunch date, during a time that was actually lunch and not June’s strange eating habits. Jokingly, Fatima made note of this; it was the first time she sounded her age. And June doesn’t mind.

			They make several lunch dates. June doesn’t mind walking and Fatima was just as fine, so they slowly explore the burroughs neighbouring. Even just as two people, their presence fed confidence and starved isolation. It was easier to take space and impose right of way on sidewalks, across streets, and in all public venues. They easily run out of and recirculate topics, often enjoying companionable silence. June has to remember to keep track of when they say they last counted, just in case it comes up in conversation.

			“No one else I know seems too concerned.”

			June hums, eyes intent on strings of protein spinning onto their utensil. They are thoroughly invested in the conversation, but have great difficulty eating at this time of day.

			“There’s no follow up, after formal education. I’m sometimes scared I put it all back in wrong.”

			“Right?” June doesn’t notice exactly how many people’s attention they gathered from their exclamation, but it’s more than a few. “It’s been so long.” They are torn about speaking further, but Fatima has learned to read their face well.

			She ensures everyone else had returned to their respective attentions, then leans into their table space. “Criticizing the system in public is not seen acceptable.”

			June waits for the palpable ‘but’.

			Fatima cocks a brow. She leans back in her chair when June smiles. “Legitimate, constructive criticisms though. We should be able to have a conversation on those. Public opinion regardless.”

			“Right,” June drones. They are cautious. This is a shop full of people, and any one of them could report them and Fatima. June couldn’t be investigated, it would not go well.

			“Social taboos just condemn progress,” Fatima continues, much less bothered than June by the threat of their neighbours.

			June wholeheartedly agrees. Over the past two months, the two had become extensive friends; they agreed or had similar opinions on every topic but for the ones they could still then discuss at length from their differing views. June was ravenous for someone they could bear the company of, and had never considered themself a very talkative person up until their time together. They did not stop Fatima as she treaded into the inappropriate topic.

			“Taboos like talking about disability,” June chips in.

			Fatima dives on June’s contribution, she now talks with more energy than June has ever witnessed in her. “Exactly. The whole system needs reform.” June is nodding along and it feeds Fatima’s fire; she talks about the current inadequacies. Her conversation partner agrees but doesn’t have fully formed opinions on the minutiae of the few, lacking measures in place.

			“And maybe certification. Regular workshops, that people can opt out of, because they only ever teach you once. There needs to be reassurance, and opensource education in public works.”

			June is crushed. They try not to look it. These were great ideas, and they thoroughly believe Fatima should run for Health Minister, but these were not ideas that applied to them. Which was fine, it was still exciting, they could still have this talk. They just weren’t included.

			“Ugh, and sanitation practises.” Fatima’s lunch was long forgotten, and her time constraint was equally in the wind. “People just don’t do enough. I have wipes, disinfectant, the whole works. My pharmacist says hardly anyone buys any of it.”

			“That is,” June agrees, then looks down at their plate, “disturbing.” They will not finish this meal.

			Fatima is too far gone to notice. Where normally she would soothe June’s concerns, she instead talks on about how even she is not staunch enough, though she takes so many precautions. And about how unregulated the production of assistive devices is. She keeps away from gathering the attention of everyone in the shop, but is so focused she doesn’t see she has lost June’s. “Oh! Sorry.”

			June had shifted into propping their head on a fist, and was completely unaware of wherever their eyes had settled.

			“I get really into it, I know.”

			“It’s fine,” June murmurs.

			Fatima is aware of two things: she needs to return to her office, and June is placating her. “No, it’s not. Tell me when we aren’t communicating.” She presses a hand over the one June had dropped from their chin onto the table. “Unfortunately, this is a quick apology. I have to head back to work.” As she withdraws her hand, June looks quite touched and she smiles. “Honestly though.” The smile loses force as June nods mechanically, but obligation forces her to depart without another word.

			They watch Fatima move away and wheel out onto the narrow street that the two had been admonishing on their way in. After a moment, June remembers their meal and Fatima’s forgotten lunch. They remember how Fatima had just said everyone was so unsanitary except themselves. They no longer consider the plates as food. Their hand sits on the table still, unmoved from where Fatima held it in place. They didn’t mind.

			It’s not even mid-afternoon on the same day when June receives a message from Fatima. Her check-in is courteous and encouraging, and in the mix of emotions June feels about the situation, they feel a bit better. Their feet swing in the open air from their seat on the roof. When they finally return to their apartment, they pass the building’s maintenance attendant carrying a sign stating NO ROOF ACCESS.

			

			At the next lunch date, June looks glum. Fatima had initially tried business-as-usual but now felt as though she was trying to make up for her transgression. It’s not a feeling she enjoys; she overcomes her souring mood and asks what is the matter.

			“My building won’t let me sit on the roof anymore.”

			Fatima doesn’t think before she says, “That sounds dangerous.” June’s shoulders raise defensive and she reconsiders her response. “But you like it there.”

			Today the two eat at a shop with more manufactured options. Fatima wanted to try the things people were doing to augment the flavours of vegetables, and June hasn’t been able to stomach a hand-prepared meal since they last ate together. The shop is not far from June’s apartment; June doesn’t know where to find these places outside of their burrough and, since the last lunch date, they had become intimately familiar with all the ones in their immediate neighbourhood.

			“It’s where I feel reprieve.” June rereads the back of a foil bag to make sure no human hands have touched their meal.

			“That’s an interesting word choice.”

			They shrug.

			“You know, that stuff will rot your gut.”

			“I really don’t care about my guts.”

			Fatima perks up. “How do you mean?”

			June stares hard at the label in their hands, eyes wide open. “I mean,” they calculate how suspicious their words were, they figure since there is suspicion they might as well try an innocuous hint. June’s experience has been that once suspicions were raised, they never truly went away. “I was having lunch when you met me.”

			Fatima had been, like everyone else in the shop that day, having her dinner at that time. Prior to their schedule of lunch dates, Fatima had refrained from leaving her work—at home or at the office—for lunch, given the inaccessibility society afforded her wheelchair. It had been dinner time and June was eating lunch. “I mean, some people do that! I didn’t think too much about it.” She feels sore, she feels sore not knowing about her friend. She feels sore until she calculates the ramifications of June’s words and her own position. “You don’t count.”

			The shop is quiet, not many people are eager for manufactured foods when the city is so based on eco-friendly farming permaculture. They sit in the back, where the only wheelchair-height table is. So June speaks openly.

			“I don’t count.”

			Fatima is gaping.

			“I don’t count. It takes so long, I can’t.”

			“There are things for that,” Fatima latches on. Just last week she had critiqued the unregulated production of these tools.

			June hisses, “We shouldn’t have to count!” They are aware that Fatima, their friend, is balking at them. They are aware that Fatima, their friend, is as wrapped up in this enforced procedure as everyone who follows ‘hello’ and ‘how are you?’ with ‘last count?’. They are all too aware that this person no longer sees them as a person.

			“There are reasons why it’s standard practice,” Fatima urges. She isn’t considering June’s perspective, but to her merit she hasn’t jumped to reporting them. “Outside of the risk.”

			“That no one ever needed to know before,” June returns. In past iterations of this conversation, they had been bored and tired of stating their opinions to people who had no open mind. Fatima is their friend, and Fatima now knows they don’t count. Their emotions and entire future are invested in this exchange. “And we shouldn’t have to count.” This was their argument, their chant, their unwavering belief.

			Fatima blew out her cheeks at June’s silly notions. She asks derisively if June had been in favour of abdomen ports and scanning facilities, and the strain that would put on municipal and medical resources. The city couldn’t be this accessible utopia, she reasons, if all the money that went into transportation and aid devices was spent on testing sites, one on every block just to manage the demands of the population. “But no, you would have been too young,” Fatima has never sounded this condescending.

			June gives up. They don’t see a way to navigate this conversation, they don’t see a way out either. Sitting back in their chair, they wait for the end of Fatima’s running commentary and diatribes and platitudes to see what she plans on doing with this information about them. It doesn’t take long.

			“You have to count.”

			When June shakes their head, Fatima insists.

			Fatima sounds like she’s pleading. June does not move an inch.

			“June. I work for the Bureau of the Health Ministry.” She continues as June’s face fails to stay stoic, “I’m a spotting agent. I work on ways to find people who don’t count. It used to be a field, search job, I used to interview people. I used to track down people who do what you do.” She frowns at the wording and is correcting herself with ‘don’t’ when June snarls.

			“You’re the reason people can’t even have conversations about reform.”

			It was true, Fatima was an active member of the system. But she believed in the altruism of their society, that no one would report a person without reason, that their investigation process was thorough but just and did no harm to the person being investigated. She didn’t say anything; that line of conversation was a shouting match, it was a place where her words didn’t belong.

			The ramifications of June’s outing still run on a constant loop in their head. They move to leave when Fatima stops their other every thought.

			“You have to count.”

			“I won’t.” Their words are immediate, decisive.

			Fatima, legally, is required to keep June in her sight. She insists that they have to. She knows June is humouring her when they agree. “I’ll come with.”

			Her voice is supportive, but June is a caged animal and the words hurt. They agreed to count without any intention to do so, and now they guide their friend around the block to their apartment complex.

			“It really is the burrough with the best infrastructure,” Fatima chirps. The sidewalks are wide and could fit three mobility chairs side by side, the building entrances have antechamber doors instead of a step that would need a ramp, and every curb-cut was graciously sloped. The crosswalks had speakers for the blind and sign panels at the signal button for those with low vision. These were considerations across the city, but not as fully implemented as they were in this burrough.

			There were more considerations, June knew them all. When June was school age, they had been on the youth panel for public works in what had been the neighbouring burrough, which had been successfully annexed into this one at a time when they had lived elsewhere. When living elsewhere they had played a role in council, and had advocated for city-wise measures. Their return to this burrough was a quiet retirement, a defeat.

			Returning to their apartment with Fatima in tow was a defeat.

			The door unlocks to June’s hand on the knob, to June’s intent to go inside. “You can go now, you don’t have to watch me.”

			Fatima can read June’s intent to do nothing once they were inside. “If I leave you, you’re not going to count.”

			June doesn’t want to do this, they drag their feet. They don’t argue, because they are with an agent of the Health Ministry’s Bureau, and there are worse things Fatima could do right now. They open their apartment and step inside, Fatima follows them around furniture stacked with half-read books and half-started hobbies, to where they slump on a settee.

			“Here?”

			June glares at her, and continues to do so as they pull themself from the couch and trudge to the bathroom, just to show Fatima the options. The bathroom is not a viable option. Knowing this, June leaves Fatima to contemplate ceramic surfaces that don’t quite reflect light. When Fatima returns to the room that is the entire apartment after unsuccessfully foraging for supplies, June has at least moved the rug out of the way. Books titled ‘Sectioning the Heart: On Social Divides’ and ‘Deaf, More’ now sit on the couch’s armrest.

			Fatima waits.

			She waits a very long time until June peels their shirt off. They are warm from the sunny afternoon—afternoons are always sunny—and it shows on their skin. Their incision is old, Fatima’s lips draw a hard line at the sight of the horizontal line that had grown back together.

			June would call it healed, but anyone else would call it reason for quarantine. They would call it unacceptable, they would call it profane, disgusting, unbearable to even think of.

			“Do you have anything to open that up?” Fatima asks.

			“No.”

			A clock runs in the kitchen, a half hour passes as June stares down Fatima. Her lunch hour is over, but that is okay: she is currently at work.

			June does not want to do this, but understands Fatima will either wait until they do, or call someone else if June takes so long that Fatima leaves. They press their fingers on either side of the line just below their ribcage, and push at the scar tissue. It takes effort, and June is slow to inflict pain on themself, but the sides of the hole had scarred over already before they had healed together—they eventually give way.

			It stings. June’s hands—that they didn’t even wash—hold open the window to their intestines. Their expression is a neutral mask to avoid giving into the pain, but they can’t help their eyes welling up with tears.

			“You start at the end of the duodenum, press your thumb against the suspensory muscle. Do you know how wide your thumbs are?” June doesn’t protest the instructions, Fatima would insist on them given the scar’s signifier of how long ago last count had been.

			“I don’t,” June hisses through their teeth.

			“It’s okay, we’ll measure after.”

			June’s tears start falling; it is not okay. “I can’t do this.”

			“I’ll keep track for you.”

			“I don’t want to do this.”

			“You have to.”

			The hole is no longer wide enough for June to fit their hand in, it tears further as they force in. With a former ease, they find the start of the jejunum. They wouldn’t forget how to do this, Fatima’s instructions are unnecessary. The abandoned hobbies around the apartment display the kind of dexterity June uses to rearrange folds of intestine so that they don’t have to reach their whole other hand inside. They are still crying; they look up to Fatima looking back. The thumb of their second hand lines up with the first’s, knuckle pressed against knuckle, intestine pressed between thumbs and forefingers.

			“Two,” Fatima says.

			June removes their first hand, the second holds its spot while they replace their thumb and forefinger on the other side.

			“Three.”

			June continues to cry, they repeat the motion with their other hand.

			“Four.”

			 End

		

		
			Human Re-source

			Fenrir Cerebellion

			Refer to the guide.

			 

			The guide was roughly six hundred pages long, if pages were still valid measures of information. All displays default infinite scroll now. There is no particular issue regarding RAM and every interface has some sort of touch screen dragging, scroll wheel, or arrow-key function.

			 

			Her nose hurts, it’s broken. She can’t tell which she’s more aware of: the broken nose or the dislocated shoulder that had been put back in place not ten minutes ago. They’re each a distinct kind of pain. She’s pretty sure her nose won’t get put back in place.

			 

			It’s okay, she’s fine wheezing.

			 

			HR is full of stale-smelling air any ways, or worse smells. Every airspace supporting human life smells terrible, and staleness is the least terrible of the possibilities. It’s just a part of life, a part of the common conversation.

			 

			“How are you?”

			 

			“Your cousin lives where? Does it really smell like rotten fruit there all of the time?”

			 

			“Ugh, if I get sent back to that ashtray, I’m going to break my nose.”

			 

			She’s not sure if a broken nose actually helps on the smelling front. Right now she’s distracted by pain and using her sore, tingling arm to scroll.

			 

			Refer to the guide, the guide is your reference for every possible situation and solution for all of HR. In fact, it starts with the title:

			 

			Human Resource

			 

			Followed by the subtitle:

			Guidelines for human re-sourcing, re-use, and coordination.

			 

			On the screen, there is nothing. There isn’t six hundred pages covering air duct maintenance and filtration standards, to medical procedures.

			 

			She double checks the connection.

			 

			Everything is running fine. HR is still one tiny vertex in the web of re-sourcing. AI is—digitally speaking—‘next door’, and running at 110% efficiency. She knows this because the last synch through the sectors was forty seconds ago. In five seconds it refreshes to report 112% efficiency.

			 

			In some location with limited HR space, the plants are doing fine. They never use the interfaces afforded to them, but seem to not need them. They happily manage under perfect conditions. With no people to take advantage of their fresh air.

			 

			The interface’s guide was an empty file. It appeared to be empty in all iterations: the internal library, the remote access interfaces, the low security interfaces in other sectors. The guide no longer existed.

			 

			Giving up on the scroll wheel and holding her sore arm against her chest, she smiles despite the fresh rearranging of her face. Success.

			 

			She wheezes a long exhale of mixed relief and triumph. When it ends, her breath catches with the stale air.

			 

			“Okay, but what do I do about the celebratory rioting.”
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			Grown in a concrete jungle this flower did not bloom where she was planted. Watered by the rain of Vancouver she flowered late in life to a baby queer. 

			Late love and inspired by the temperate rainforest are the themes of her two short stories.

		

		
			Love’s Late Blooms

			Anna Amp

			How do you decide to start living your life? To come out of the closet and into the light. Like a vampire rising from a closet shaped coffin, I sprung to life in the 40th year of my existence, a reverse mid-life crisis.

			What is it like to fall in love at 40? It’s like giving a thirsty traveler a drink of water. The first sip so sweet…it lingers. I can’t tell you what love is like for other people. I’ve always felt like an anthropologist on Mars. A misfit in the land of misfit toys. But…we fit…Fit together like pieces of broken stained glass, like how dark fits to light…salt to pepper. It took me forty years to find her…and she was worth the wait…she was worth every day of pain and heartache.

			How can you have everything and nothing at the same time? That was what our days together felt like, so full of love because somewhere in the back of our minds, we knew we could lose it all in an instant. We didn’t fight about petty things, because we knew how fragile life was. We spoke honestly to each other, as much honesty one can muster…when we are a mystery to ourselves.

			When we first met, I saw something in her that I recognized in myself, a painful longing. A coldness, like from an animal left too long alone. A frosty exterior where beat a warm heart. 

			Maybe if we had a trail of relationships and broken hearts…we would take love for granted too. But we were virgin travelers, our relationship an oasis after a long dry journey.

			How can love last when it’s on a pedestal this high, I dunno, maybe it can’t.

			I never understood how love could become ordinary over time. How do you take a miracle for granted?…But I heard that’s what happens in time…

			And maybe it would have happened to us too…over time…

			But we held each other tight together, eyes wide and swollen with tears. We watched together through the haze, the last sunset on earth fade away…

			Not a bang.

			But a whisper…
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			Spring 

			Anna Amp

			Somehow even in the fridge the garlic knew spring had sprung. Its green erection poking through its flakey skin, reaching for light.

			Wisdom we never really understood, or could grasp. Yet we were a part of it all. Each of our cells at the mini microscopic level vibrating strings of energy…like that little clove, we were brothers and sisters…our mother, earth…which we (like all mothers are)…took for granted. 

			Until it’s too late, and tears produced vibrating from its core, another symphony of energy played with the song of regret.

			Can we get in front of the waves of regret…ride it and let it bring us to shore? Feel like the masters of the sea. The masters of the universe. First we need to be its servant. 

			Listen with open hearts, appreciate the caress of a breeze, fully appreciate the shade of a tree.

			Trees are much more forgiving than us humans. They do not rage in revenge against a species that is creating a genocide. First with them and then…With us…We’re next.

			How can a species be so short sighted? To happily participate in its own destruction for shiny cars and apps. All used to distract us from this one great truth…

			If we have no respect for nature…we do not respect the nature of ourselves…
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			Bo Del Valle Garcia, a creature of the cities and forests, is a community organizer, activist, and earth skills educator born to the traditional unceded lands of the Coast Salish. A self proclaimed sci-fi nerd and apocalypse prepper, they have used the genres of science fiction and fantasy as a tool for envisioning a future in which their queerness can roam free, in which they do not have to make a choice between being oppressed or oppressing others. Although a long time sci-fi fan, this is their first fictional story written ever. 

		

		
			Fruiting Bodies

			Bo Del Valle Garcia

			 CW: domestic violence

			Once again I find myself out back, chopping wood, working off my most recent flood of panic. This place has become my favourite place to do so. Surrounded by the forests, the rhythmic thump of the axe on the wood, the exertion of my muscles calms my continually frayed nerves. I work until I feel that anticipated break in the panic, that sweet release of the tension in my body. One last swing of the ax. One last exhale of breathe and I head back to the house. I pause to harvest some fruiting bodies sprouting from the remains of an old truck tire. I close my eyes to offer gratitude, remembering the days of starvation of the early months of The Collapse. 

			I tramp through the yard and up the stone steps to the patio of the cob and stone home myself and the others have pieced together over the years. One of the kids has been playing here recently, their wooden toys strewn about with mud covering them. Our children love playing in mud. I follow the brown trail, dried to a crust by the summer sun, around the corner and bump into Avery, now very pregnant and sitting on our cob warming bench, and Penny rubbing their feet, hands, and nipples with plantain and dandelion oils.

			“Who is on cooking duty?” I ask, showing the handful of mushrooms.

			Avery looks up at me, their face glowing. Not in the way everyone always said pregnant people’s faces would glow, but actually glowing in the nearing dark. “Bay is cooking. He could probably use a hand.”

			I cross the dusty yard to the kitchen, the path so well worn at this point that my bare feet connect to the soil like an old lover. Toes intertwining with dirt and then releasing as my feet move along the path. The kitchen is open on all sides, with a simple thatch roof, to allow for the cooling breezes to take away our cook fire smoke.

			Bay is indeed there, cooking over the a wood fire. Surrounding him are the muddy culprits, a band of four of our young ones, learning how to prepare food. I enter the kitchen and am immediately tackled by the children. Uncomfortable with the way my panic attacks make them feel they know to avoid me when I head out to chop wood. Now, feeling my calm, a loud “Papi!” resonates in my brain as they jump onto me. 

			I clamber out of the dog pile of sticky, soil covered youths with the help of a hand from Bay. “They are getting too big for this,” Bay says as he pull me upright.

			“Phew, thanks.” I moan, shaking off the muddy leftovers on my clothes, and hand Bay the mushrooms I had foraged from the old tire. My eyes met his and I could see the haggard look in his eyes. We may not be able to communicate as our young ones can, but I could still tell when one adult was at their wits end with the children.

			“Who wants a story before dinner?” I ask the cluster of children, and am met with a squeal of delight in my brain. “How about we head to the gathering space and get comfy?”

			I follow the children as they tear off to our spot in the woods set aside for gatherings. By the time I arrived they were settled in a semi circle around a central stump that they were saving for me. As they settled into their spots, their hands connected. They love being physically connected with each other. The touch has the ability to magnify their ability to share with others.

			“Alright, shall I tell the story of Buffy, the fearless vampire slayer?” I say aloud.

			“Ugh, we have heard that one so many times,” I heard in my brain, somehow knowing it was Acorn saying it.

			I felt a tingle on the back of my neck, and I recognized it as one of the kids wanting to say something, but feeling shy. All the other kids turned their attention to Alder, already knowing what they were thinking. I catch Alder’s eyes, as a thought blurted out in my brain “Can you tell us the story of why we are so different from you and the other adults?”

			I wasn’t expecting that one. Although the children age at a faster rate than other human children, I was still hoping to have a couple more years before we had to broach this topic. The children looked at me, squirming with impatience, at having to wait for me to use words to express myself even though they could already read the answer in my brain.

			“Alright,” I said hesitantly. “I guess now is as good a time as any to start this story…

			

			I once lived within the system. I worked a non-profit job. I paid rent. I drove a car. I lied to myself all the time. That is, until things started to decompose. The first to go was my job. Funding for my work was cut for being too politically involved. Then I had to sell my car because of the skyrocketing price of fuel. Then the increasing rent in my neighbourhood pushed all my neighbours and myself out of our homes to make way for the development of expensive condos and high priced coffee, doughnut, and vintage shops.

			With no other affordable housing options, we were forced to relocate to a camp on the other side of the river. It was hard living there, but the hard living brought many of us together in amazing support networks. I had never felt so terrified and exhausted, but I had also never felt so loved and cared for. That soggy camp on the river banks was where I met the folks who would change my life in ways I still cannot even begin to fathom.

			It was my first week at the camp. I had chosen a spot in a hollow near the camp’s western edge. It had one of the only remaining trees left standing, the rest being used for fuel for cook stoves. It was a lovely weeping willow, old and stately, but diseased and dying due to the toxins it was sipping from the river below. I was a complete mess, having struggled intensely with anxiety and depression for years, from the stress of living within such a deadly system. I related dearly to that tree. Trying to find nutrients, trying to find life, but sipping up the only things available, the dregs of corporate waste. Toxic and deadly.

			When I looked at that old willow, I saw myself. A wasted body. A shell of my once self. All the useful parts having been taken to fuel the deadly economic system that I was forced to participate in. The remainder just functioning enough to get through day to day. Barely. Lost in spirals of fear and shame, I just wanted to be alone, but was too afraid to be. I set my tent near the others. My flap facing away, towards the tree. Like I was sitting amongst the group, but with my back to them. A signal for help, but a sign of mistrust.

			Too afraid to leave, I sat in my tent in the throes of a panic attack for days. Curled in a ball on the floor of my tent, an excess of cortisol flooding my system, I couldn’t eat or drink. At some point my body grew exhausted, no longer able to hold the suspended state, my body broke. A wail of sorrow escaped my lips. 

			It was then I heard the scratch on my tent flap. Someone was there, “knocking” as well as anyone can knock on a tent flap. “Hello? Are you ok?” I heard a muffled voice from outside. 

			Without waiting for a reply they unzipped and pushed in a heaping bowl of some sort of stew.

			“You must be hungry.” Startled, by the presence of another being in my space, especially one as beautiful as this person was, I stared, mouth gaping. They were that androgynous type of beauty that leaves you horny and confused no matter what your sexual preference.

			They confidently slipped into the tent, stating “It is mostly dumpstered veggies, but there is some fresh chickweed and dandelion greens harvested from the river bank. Might be a bit contaminated with whatever shit is floating around the river, but what isn’t contaminated these days.” 

			I managed to compose myself enough to utter a hoarse “Th-thanks” It came out as more of a croak from days of crying and disuse of spoken language. 

			“No problem. My name is Avery,” they confidently stated, their voice a rich soprano, deepened by the T shots they were then taking daily.

			Managing to compose myself slightly better, I took the bowl from their hands. Hands that had survived much and looked the part, but still carried such beauty. I yearned to touch their hands, and found myself grazing their index finger as I grabbed the bowl. A shock ran up my arm, not uncomfortable, but surprising enough to make me recoil much too fast and drop the contents of the bowl right in Avery’s folded lap.

			“Fuck” I exhaled. “Fuck,” they inhaled. “Fuck”, we stated at the same time, eyes meeting. A bubble started to boil in the depths of my guts. Warm and moist it climbed up my body, building in intensity and speed until a hiccup of a chuckle escaped my lips. I clamped my hands over my mouth to try and stop it, but it was too late. A hysterical wave of laughter soon followed; unstoppable. At first Avery looked concerned, but the laughing became too contagious and soon we were both rolling on the tent floor, lost in laughter, holding our sides to try to keep our insides together. To try to keep our bodies from disintegrating into the freedom of oblivion. The freedom of no longer giving a fuck.

			Wiping tears of sorrow and tears of joy from my eyes, the river of laughter trickling to a stream before drying up completely. I rolled onto my back and there was Avery, watching me with a look of contemplation. “You’re a strange one aren’t you?” they asked, and before I could answer, continued “Good. You will fit right in. Come help me clean this stew off and I can introduce you to the others.” 

			It was here that I met my family. Out of the many and growing members of the camp, there were three others that I loved most. Penny, the femme witch; the healer of wounds both physical and intergenerational. Her large brown body a source of infinite comfort that always tingled with a power below the surface. Bay, the strong one, their arms rippled in muscles from holding their body upright with a cane, yet so wracked with chronic pain from the fibromyalgia that they had been living with for years. And of course there was Avery. The fighter, the planner, the natural leader of our camp. 

			Avery had been a community organizer and land defender for years while living in the city and had been one of the early residents of the riverside camp, using it as a safe haven for rest and gathering news as they travelled between defence camps all over Turtle Island.

			It was a rainy and miserable day at the camp, and I was sitting with Penny inside the medical tent processing cottonwood buds and dock root when we heard the camp’s emergency meeting bell ring. We dropped what we were doing and dodged massive rain drops as we made our way to the meeting area: a small patch of cement left behind from an old building, covered with tarps to keep us dry.

			Avery was already there with someone I had never seen before. This new person was weather-worn, and looked exhausted. They had perfectly straight long black hair, that was braided down the center of their head, with both sides shaved. Their single braid flowed down their back and waved rhythmically as they adjusted their stance from one tired foot to the other.

			Avery held up their hands to indicate silence. “This is my good friend Lynx. Lynx is a Dënesųłıné or Dene person, who is here to do a frontline report back from their people’s blockade of the tar sands in Northern Alberta, and they have some incredibly powerful news.”

			“Yes, hi everyone,” Lynx said wearily, rubbing their face as if they were trying to massage the exhaustion from their body. “My people have been actively resisting the tar sands for decades now. We have survived colonization. We have survived the threat of assimilation. We are strong.” Lynx took a breathe and their confidence seemed to grow at this statement. Now they did look strong. They looked powerful and beautiful. The crowd of perhaps twenty others was deathly silent and you could feel the anticipation growing. Beside me Penny grabbed my hand.

			They started again. “We have been working on stopping extractive industry once and for all and now we bring to you the tools to do so. My people have a special relationship with the natural world. We knew that the answer would not be sought in government. We knew that it would not be found in science or in technology. We knew it would not be found in any tool that the white men brought with them to this land. We found the answer in the wild. In the plants and animals that have lived harmoniously with my people since the beginning. Together we have worked with the forests of my northern land to provide a solution to the white man’s problem.”

			They raised their hand and held up a small sack made of burlap material covered in what looked like thin white hairs. “This is the answer!” 

			I exchanged a perplexed look with Penny, and then turned back to listen as Lynx began again.

			“This is a spawn bag. It is full of mycelium from a type of mushroom the wise forests of the north have grown to destroy the white man’s industry. In the forest, when we want something removed, we turn to the decomposers to get it done for us. This small sack has enough mycellium culture in it to destroy the black snakes slithering through this land. It will eat through the machines crawling over and under our land. It will turn the wastelands of cement back into soil. Back into forests.”

			Now it was my turn to shift uncomfortably. Bay strolled up beside us looking excited. “I have heard of projects using mushrooms to decompose petroleum in the past, but the government was always so quick to shut it down! Can you imagine if this works? It will change the whole world!”

			I could feel my heart start to pound and my vision begin to blur. Unsure if it was the excitement from the potential being presented to me or the fear of change, my anxiety spiked. Penny, being the empath that she was, squeezed my hand and her body’s warmth calmed my ragged nerves.

			Lynx cleared their throat to get the attention back from the group, which was eager to give it. “I’m here because we need your help to spread the mycelium. I have brought some to get you started, but we need to cultivate enough to attack from all fronts. I can teach you all how.”

			Desperate for change, that speech was enough to convince the camp. All of us were orphans of the corporate system. Over the next week Lynx showed us how to cultivate the mushrooms before taking off to visit the next camp. We tended burlap sacks of the mycelium for months, worrying over them like new parents. Feeding them any and all petroleum products we could find. It was amazing how voracious their appetites were for petroleum. It was as if all of the forests’ anger and frustration at the endless years of being oppressed and murdered were funneled into the small mycelium of this mushroom.

			 

			Things started changing faster than I could have imagined. The mycelium spread from our camp and the countless other camps. It moved underground, decomposing any and all petroleum in its way. In the cities, as the fungis moved in, it was the fancy condos that were the first to crumble. Many lost their lives during the first waves of demolition clinging to the hope that their stratas would keep the decomposing buildings together.

			Report backs from the North gave us news of the mushrooms consuming the tar sands. The massive amount of food was creating giant mushroom forests to replace the trees that had been cleared to make way for greed. Resistance camps outside of Lelu Island and Site C Dam were successful at using the mycelium to halt construction permanently. 

			We were overjoyed at first. This was the change we had been fighting for. Ecological destruction was halted and the Indigenous peoples were taking their land back. We had all talked about this day. We had spent our lives dreaming about the day that capitalism would meet its end. But all that dreaming and fighting could never had prepared us for the fall. 

			Everywhere the destruction was awful. Streets were decimated and travel became nearly impossible. Life became an intense struggle, especially for those of us who had been the most marginalized under the old system. My PTSD was on constant overdrive, making me able to act in a sleepless flurry of action for half the days, but then having to crash for the other half. Avery was no longer able to access their hormone shots and their body was sent into a spiral of changes. As Bay’s med supply ran out, they were constantly wracked with chronic pain.

			Penny, the only healer in our group, was working around the clock to keep up her supply of herbs and medicines. We all took shifts to assist her, the entire community banding together to support each other. Even working together, after only a couple of months it became clear that we would have to leave. With the trucks from California unable to bring crops to the north, we couldn’t get food and what little stores we did have were quickly diminishing. We were starving. 

			We heard word that those with wealth and power who had survived the initial wave of decomposition were moving West, where the older mansions still stood, having been built more of wood than petroleum. They were creating a stronghold of wealth and capitalism within a crumbling and dying cityscape; stockpiling all remaining food and resources and spending countless resources to fight the mycelium web. They called it Hope. We called them The Richies.

			To protect their bounty, The Richies began to erect a massive wall of stone and clay surrounding the borders of the west to keep out the riffraff. With no jobs and ample time on their hands there was an overly exuberant trigger happy volunteer police force patrolling the wall fuelled by their fear of losing what little property they had left.

			Out of desperation, some members of our camp were starting to talk about moving to Hope. They were hungry. They were tired. I knew this was a mistake. I held no illusions that we would be welcomed there. These were the same people that pushed us out of our homes in the first place. Now that resources were so limited they were never going to let us in. Now that The Richies could drop the farce that was liberalism and affordable housing, their willingness to end our lives would have free reign. 

			Terrified about this move, I went into the large tent I was now sharing with Avery, Penny and Bay. “We need to get out of here!” I announced, my heart rate spiking as the anxiety brain took over completely. “And there is no way I am going to risk my life begging for scraps from The Richies. I’ve had enough of that.”

			“I know,” said Avery with such resignation. “I have been trying to hold down this camp for the sake of the movement, but I don’t know how much there is left that I can do. I would have proposed this earlier, but I just don’t know where else to go. Travelling any distance is impossible.”

			“I know where we’ll go.” Penny stated with such surety. “I grew up on a farm in the woods about a week’s journey from here. We will go there. We can grow food. The house is old and made of brick and stones, so it will still be standing.”

			“Why is this the first I have heard of this?” asked Bay, who had been a long time sweetie of Penny and knew her so intimately.

			Penny looked at us and hesitated, but took a breath and said resolutely “I thought I would never go back there, even though I visit it in my mind everytime I get triggered. It was my family farm. My dad was an abusive fucker and used to beat me for wearing my sister’s dresses. I left when I was 15 and have never been back. He’s dead, long gone, and so is the rest of my family.”

			Bay reached for Penny’s shoulder, massaging it with their thick callused hand, that could be still be so infinitely soft. “I’m so sorry my love that you had to go through that. Are you sure you want to do this?”

			“Yes. It’s time I dealt with my demons. I will prepare a cleansing spell tonight and we can leave tomorrow,” stated Penny, brimming with a fierce power that I had never seen her show before.

			We left early the next morning after saying our goodbyes, no one else wanting to join us. As we headed east, we met a throng of people all heading in the opposite direction, to Hope, to The Richies. I feared for their safety. I knew they would not be let in and many of them would probably meet the end of their lives.

			The journey was arduous. It was taking us much longer to get to the farm than anticipated. We tried living off of whatever scraps we could scavenge and wild food we could forage, but pickings were thin. I was managing to get by on scraps and the wild energy that my anxiety gave me. Such a superpower in times of need.

			We were walking through a calm and lovely wooded park. The playground, constructed out of cement and plastic, was entirely covered in mycelium. They were fruiting. Avery stopped at what was once the slide, stooped and picked up a mushroom. It was a small, non descript brown mushroom with a white ring around the border of its cap. It was perfect and beautiful, if a bit plain. I caught myself wondering at this tiny fungi’s ability to change the world so dramatically.

			“It may be time we start thinking about eating the mushrooms,” stated Avery, holding the mushroom close to their face and sniffing.

			“But we don’t know if they are edible or leached with toxins.” My anxiety brain leaked out.

			Bay jumped in with their infinite knowledge. “We can sample a small amount to see if it is poisonous. Studies done in the past have shown that mushrooms are able to fully break down petroleum chemicals and are edible afterwards.”

			Penny grabbed a fruiting body and as she held it she went into a trance “My intuition is telling me that the wise forests would not produce something that wasn’t edible. It wants us to thrive. It wants us to live in abundance. It only asks us to change our ways.” She popped a mushroom into her mouth and chewed. “It’s delicious.”

			

			It took us an extra 6 days to reach the farm than we had originally anticipated. Along the rest of the route, mushrooms were fruiting, providing us with a rich source of food. After about 2 days of eating the mushrooms, I had started to notice some changes with my body. My anxiety was diminishing. My thoughts were slowing and less fearful. We walked. It was peaceful. I wasn’t worried. I wasn’t afraid. I just was.

			I also noticed that I started to experience a deep sexual attraction to my comrades. After having been asexual for so long due to an inability to allow myself to be vulnerable to any one person enough to have sex, I was horny. As we walked endlessly on, I found myself staring at Avery’s long thighs, or Penny’s voluptuous breasts, or Bay’s strong arms and feeling such an urge to run a hand along them. Or to lick them. Or to bite them. I could also tell I was not the only one having these feelings. Out of the corner of my eyes I would catch the others looking at me with the same look of physical longing.

			After day 3, it was Bay who finally found the courage to bring up their feelings. Sitting in our camp for the night, a calm wooded lot near a small pond, they were already holding Penny in their arms and stroking her neck. “I cannot help but notice that there are some new feelings emerging in the group and I am certainly a fan of naming them. I’m feeling incredibly attracted to all of you right now and would love to explore these feelings if you are all game?”

			Needing little prodding, Avery leaned over to Bay and kissed them full on in the mouth and they returned it eagerly. Penny meanwhile started to alternate between kissing Avery’s neck and Bay’s chest. I sat watching this entire scene. So deeply aroused, but also totally unable to move. I wanted so badly to join them, but my body wouldn’t move. My brain willed my body but it was as if my body turned to stone. I sat watching, wishing, shaking with longing and fear. 

			It was Penny who first noticed my immobility. “Honey, are you ok?” she said to me.

			I managed to unglue my lips. I started to say that yes, I was ok. That everything was fine and that I just wasn’t feeling the same way, but my love for Penny made me speak the truth. “No. I’m not ok. I want to, but I can’t.”

			Avery detached themself from the others and came to my side. “Can I put my arm around you?” they asked.

			I nodded consent and felt their warmth as they draped their long sinewy arm over my shoulder. I wanted so badly to lean into their body. To rub my face against their strong chest. To inhale their briny scent. My body wouldn’t follow those desires. It was frozen. Frozen from the fear of a hundred rejections. I felt the urge to perform to the gender I was assigned, to fill the role that I had been taught my whole life, the role that had caused me such pain and trauma, but I knew that would only bring pain. So instead, I sat still. Trapped in a no-person’s land of trauma.

			Penny came up on my other side and said, “I’m feeling so much hurt coming from you right now. I can also see your desire. I’m not sure where these sexual urges are coming from. Perhaps something to do with all the mushrooms. I know that they are trying to steer us in a direction. Trying to connect with us, but I can’t see the whole picture yet. I know I trust them though.”

			Scooting closer, Bay said “Just because we have these desires does not mean that you need to do anything with your body that you don’t feel up for. I also feel like I am losing control of my body with these urges and that is disconcerting. I know I trust you three though.”

			Feeling slightly more comfortable I said, “I want to join. Or at least my body does. These urges are just so strong and feel so right. But every time I think of what I would want to do a fear rises up my throat so strong that I feel like I am going to drown in it. I feel stuck.”

			Penny intertwined her fingers into mine and said, “How about if we start slow? What if you just hold my hand?”

			I nodded consent “I would like that.”

			Holding Penny’s hand, I felt safe. I felt like I was sharing in the energy. Joining in something without having to do anything that would trigger my fears. That night I didn’t let go of Penny’s hand for a second. I rode the wave of emotions with the others and felt it all. Even though the only thing I ever touched was Penny’s hand.

			 

			After what seemed like an eternity we finally found the farm. It was overgrown and dilapidated but, to our immense relief, still standing. The journey had been hard in more ways than one. We were not only physically exhausted, but emotionally drained as well. The mushrooms, we were now certain that was the cause, were changing us. The more we ate, the more we became aware of the subtle emotional energies of the world around us and of each other.

			At times of stillness I could feel slight tugs of emotions from things I never even imagined could feel emotions before. I would get a pulse of complete joy from a squirrel chewing a nut, or a shock of fear as a I slapped my hand down on a mosquito. Plus, the sexual urges were so strong that they left us exhausted every morning from nights of lovemaking. We were thrilled to have a place to rest and rebuild.

			To help curb our sexual desires, and distract us from the countless waves of emotions we were picking up from each other, we threw ourselves into the physical labour of restoring the house and surrounding gardens. The farm came with an old orchard that would be sure to produce an immense amount of fruit come late summer. Until then, we tended a vegetable garden behind the house, finding tools and some old seeds in a shed out back. The garden was full of mycelium and healthy soil and the plants were quick to sprout. We were soon rich in an amazing amount of vegetable, fruit, and fungis.

			We also began to notice other changes. After about four weeks on the farm it became clear that Avery was pregnant. It was quite a shock for all of us. Avery had been taking T shots for years, making them unable to get pregnant, but with the unavailability of hormones since The Collapse and the increased sexual inclinations from eating the mushrooms, we were now all incredibly fertile.

			Penny, an experienced midwife as well as healer, estimated Avery to be about three months along, which seemed impossible due to the timeline. It had only been just over a month since the first time we had sex. We were all incredibly worried about Avery and the baby. What kind of world was this to raise a child in? Penny was our rock through this process. Having dealt with many a parent’s fears, she was well versed in exuding confidence and security.

			The pregnancy progressed quickly, much more quickly than what we considered normal. By four months pregnant, Avery was robust and swollen. By five months they were unable to walk distances and had to stay in bed most of the time. It was at six and a half months that Avery went into labour. We were all incredibly concerned about the quickness of their pregnancy, but Penny assured us that although fast, they were also healthy. Plus, we were all relieved to have Avery give birth. If they got any larger they were bound to burst.

			The labour was over much quicker than anyone was expecting. With Penny’s guidance and Avery’s strength, there were no complications and soon we were joined by two shockingly beautiful young ones. They were well developed for infants so young, with full heads of hair, open eyes, and expressive faces. We all cried out of relief and joy. I do not think I had ever felt so much love for a group of people, or such hope for the future. The world was terrifying and so hard, but these little ones were the future. They would be born knowing that they are so loved. They would be born knowing that they are beautiful and wanted. They would be named Acorn and Moth.

			

			Acorn and Moth grew much quicker than normal for children. They could walk after only a few months, and complete full sentences at six. Although we were concerned at what could have caused this rushed growth, Penny was convinced it was the mushrooms. She had started entering trances to try to communicate with them. She had a vague feeling that they were, in fact, conscious. I felt constant fear that our little ones were unhealthy, but Penny’s trust in the fungis soothed my worries. I had come to trust Penny’s perceptions without question.

			Eventually it became obvious to us that our children had other abilities. Acorn and Moth seemed to be able to communicate and to share emotions with each other without words. When one would fall while trying to walk, the other would also start to cry even if they were in separate rooms. They would also pick up ants and share with us the ants’ thoughts. One time they found a mouse trapped in a bucket with the lid on. The children lead us to the bucket whispering “Scared. Scared,” and pointed to the bucket. As we lifted the lid a mouse leapt out, to our shock, and scurried away. The kids squealed with glee and had ran around the yard with such joy, sharing the mouse’s exhilaration at being free at last.

			Bay soon became pregnant, to his pure joy, having always wanted to birth children. Their pregnancy progressed much the same as Avery’s and after another six months Bay gave birth to two more little ones. We named them Alder and Thorn. These two also had the same abilities as the other young ones, and all four were able to communicate telepathically with each other. As they grew, they also started to be able to drop thoughts into the brains of the adults, though try as we might we were never able to respond.

			One afternoon, about three months later, I was walking through the forest with the group of little ones. We were about twenty minutes from the house when the children all stopped at the same time and turned to the north. They all looked incredibly distressed, almost in pain. Terribly concerned, my panic flared. I gathered up the children, intending to bolt back to the house if need be. My anxiety peaked and a million thoughts flooded about the horrible dangers coming our way. It was Acorn that started walking in the direction they were all staring.

			Moth grabbed my hand, “Come, Papi,” they pulled me along. The children led me deeper into the forest to a path that followed along a small stream. The forest, dotted with mushrooms, seemed eerily quiet. I didn’t think my panic could get any worse. All my senses were heightened but I still could not sense what was drawing the kids into the woods.

			We rounded a bend in the stream and I could see what was distressing the children so. A deer, exhausted, was lying near the footpath, its hind leg bent in an unnatural angle, clamped in an old spring trap. It look like it had been there for hours. The children started to approach the deer, but I grabbed their arms, fearing that the deer would hurt their tiny bodies.

			“It’s ok Papi, we need to help it. It isn’t afraid of us,” Acorn peeped. It took all my willpower to relinquish my grip on their little arms. The children, led by Moth, crept up to the deer and lay their hands on its neck and shoulders.

			Thorn, closest to me, reached out their hand. I crept towards them carefully. Not wanting to disturb the deer in case it reacted and hurt the children. I grabbed for Thorn’s chubby little fingers and as soon as the connection was made a shock of pain and fear swept through my body. I gasped and dropped their hand.

			“What was that, Thorn?” I asked, arms wrapped around my chest to try to calm my rapid heartbeat.

			“That is the deer. It hurts,” stated Alder. “We must help it.”

			I reached for Thorn’s hand again, this time preparing myself for the shock of pain. Again, once contact was made I was enveloped by the deer’s feelings. It was exhausted, and terrified, but it was also soothed by our presence.

			I was concerned that if I tried to remove the trap the deer might panic. I asked Thorn, “Can you tell the deer that I am going to try to remove the trap? It might hurt, but it is vital that it stays still.” Thorn turned their attention to the deer, their little brow furrowed deeply.

			“It is ready,” whispered Moth.

			I crawled towards the trap and grabbed a side in each hand. Carefully I eased the trap open, pushing with all my strength until I heard the click, indicating that it was set. Together the children stepped back and the deer leapt up and ran into the forest. We stood together watching it take off.

			“It is going to be ok,” said Acorn with such relief.

			I was exhausted both emotionally and physically from the endeavour. Being so connected to another being had drained me. “Let’s get back before dark,” I said.

			 

			We lived on that farm for over a year in total isolation. It was peaceful and incredibly healing. Our children roamed the forests safe and happy. It was shortly after our one year anniversary that we had our first visitor. She wandered up to the house, looking dusty and travel worn. We stood on the deck watching her approach, wary of the stranger.

			“Hello there,” she called to us. “My name is Sam. I saw your woodsmoke and hoped I could bother you for a bite to eat and a place to rest my head for the night. I have been travelling for weeks and am exhausted.”

			The adults exchanged concerned looks with each other. I was immediately mistrustful, and fearful of the stranger. The children came around from the house and after a quick glance in the stranger’s direction, Acorn shared their feeling of safety with us. “They are good.” I felt the calmness in my brain. “They are just tired.”

			Avery stepped forward. “Sorry for our lack of hospitality,” they spoke as they reached their hand in welcome. “We have not had a guest since we got here over a year ago. Please come on in and have some food.” Gesturing towards our open front door, Avery led the stranger up the steps and into or house. The rest of us followed.

			Once we had fed the stranger and settled in our large front room, Bay could no longer hold back his excitement at the prospect of receiving news. “Have you travelled from far? Do you have any news about the outside world?”

			Sam sighed and leaned back in their chair. “Have you not received any news since you have been here? Does that mean you have been totally isolated from the class wars?”

			“No, we haven’t heard anything from the outside world since we got here,” answered Bay. “Please tell us.”

			So Sam shared with us the news of the past year and a half since we left the camp. As The Richies had continued to stockpile resources behind their wall, the outsiders that had fled west became desperate. A war of classes was ignited. Eventually the poor outsiders defeated the richies, tore down their wall and consumed all their stockpiles of resources. Many lost their lives, but then many more lost their lives in the famine that followed.

			The mushrooms continued to colonize the city, consuming everything until it was unrecognizable. Eventually, out of desperation, people started to eat the mushrooms to a similar effect as us. They felt such sexual desires, the wars stopped, people made love. They had children, always twins. Children that could communicate telepathically with each other. Children that could communicate with the non-human world. They could empathize with the world around them. They would never be able to cause the destruction that the generations did that came before them.

			 

			The children gathered around me were completely asleep. The last one to fall into slumber had passed out about halfway through my story. Their story. They may be magnificent children, capable of saving the world that the generations before had nearly destroyed, but they are still just children. They had many more years to learn of their story. Of their destiny. For now, I will let them sleep away.

			Email: writers4utopia@gmail.com 

			Click: https://writers4utopia.wixsite.com/zine

			Like: https://www.facebook.com/writers4utopia/

			Subscribe: https://tinyletter.com/writers4utopia
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