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			To every person who never had a choice, and every person who fought to give people like me the right to choose.

		

		

		
		

	
		
			A Note for Readers

			This book deals with many harrowing subjects, including domestic abuse, sexual assault and coerced reproduction. Some of these stories contain graphic depictions of mutilation, including self-mutilation, torture, death, and suicide. Each story has its own unique warnings placed underneath the title so you can choose the ones you want to read and avoid stories that may cause you significant psychological harm.

			Please take care of yourself as you read and remember that it’s okay to pause to take a breath, let out a scream, or take a nap. The stories will be here when you’re ready to face them again.
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			From the Editor

			I was a surprise. Not an accident, my mother would say, because an accident implies something unwanted, something forced upon you. She wanted me to know she had a choice, that I was her choice.

			Many years later, I had to make my own choice. I chose differently. I continue to choose differently, living a childfree life I cherish.

			Other women—and uterus owners of various genders—aren’t so lucky. Some live in places where they cannot easily access the appropriate care, even if it is technically legal. Others come from religious backgrounds where they are taught there is only one path, one they are pressured into taking for fear of abandonment, ostracization, or even murder. Others still cannot legally access an abortion or even birth control. The far right wants to force all of us into this final category, and they’ve had great success in the United States.

			I am extremely aware of how different my life would be if I had been one of these people. If I hadn’t had a supportive family who believed in reproductive rights, if I hadn’t lived in a city with easy access to reproductive health clinics, if I hadn’t lived in a country where abortion is legal. Any one of those changes could have forced me into motherhood—something I’ve never wanted—or into a back alley for a potentially life-ruining, or even life-ending, procedure.

			The thought fills me with a dread that’s difficult to express, a horror that tightens my chest and takes my breath away. A horror echoed every time I read the stories of the women I could have been: teen mothers who hate their children, hate their families, hate their lives. Uterus owners bleeding out from botched procedures and unable to seek treatment without implicating themselves in a crime. People stuck in abusive relationships, in poverty, in desperation because they have no time or energy for anything beyond the children they were forced to have.

			I am not the only uterus owner who lives with this dread. It is a collective fear, one shared among millions of people carrying child-bearing organs, one growing every year as the far right—religious and otherwise—gains momentum around the world.

			In October 2024, I called upon people of marginalized genders to turn this collective fear into stories, to show the world the terror so many of us live with every day through the power of fiction. More than 150 people answered the call. Their stories were beautiful, heartbreaking, horrifying. I ached to publish them all.

			Sadly, a single book can only fit so many stories within its pages, so I had to make some difficult choices—though none so difficult as the choices made by the characters in these stories. I whittled the submissions down to nineteen incredible stories spanning the full range of emotions people of marginalized genders feel about the possibilities of reproduction, from abject terror to fierce joy.

			Each one of these stories touched my soul. I hope they will touch yours, too.

			

		

	
		
			Foreward: 
On (Running Out of) Choices

			By Alex Woodroe

			The first step in understanding any person, any problem, any situation, is listening.

			Putting together an anthology is a work of both science and art; a complex puzzle of moving parts that have to come together just so. It’s a gargantuan effort, and that means the engine needs a lot of fuel. Sometimes, they’re fuelled by big press money or big names, but my favourite ones? The absolute best of them, they’re fuelled by individual rage and the desire to make the world a slightly better place; to weave together a meaningful moment from the stories of artists with something to say.

			And you can’t do any better for that than Choices. Not only is it masterfully put together, but each of these individual authors mean business; you can read drive and purpose and heart in every piece. Every one is a winner at a gruesome competition nobody ever volunteered to take part in.

			There’s a near future in “Fireweed, Ferns and Moss,” and a present-day in “The Referral,” that’ll have you itching to keep reading while wishing you could look away. You need to know, but you don’t want to know. A raw hunger in “Infanticipation” that’ll make you feel ashamed of yourself without fully knowing why. What you’ll find in stories like “What is Asexuality in the Eyes of the Law,” “Vessels of God,” or “The Blood Mango Tree” is that they take all of ten seconds to drive a wedge of dread into your heart, and not through any descriptions of monsters and gore. No, the opening pages of those—and most of the other—stories horrify by promises, by hints, by suggestions that draw from our collective well of trauma and folklore, and understanding of what it means to be in a vulnerable body.

			Because this is a showcase that will be perceived in varying degrees of horror depending on who is reading it, I have no doubt. Even though each of these stories is perfect in its own way, even though they’re all loud and remorseless, it’s as much about what you bring to the reading as it is about what they will offer you.

			The highest impact will always, certainly be felt by the most vulnerable. There’s so much to fear when you know exactly how far down the hill your situation can slip, and how quickly. So little needs to be said to understand the danger we’re in. You’ll spot it in one sentence, one line of dialogue, and sometimes in the turn of one word.

			For those less vulnerable, it’s going to be a journey. If they’re paying attention, if they’re really listening, the horror will increase as they go along. They might end this anthology on the final words of “The Watcher of the Wisps” a little breathless, thinking, “thank goodness that’s over,” except for many people, it’s never over. They may pour through the whole volume in one sitting but then need respite, some Saturday morning cartoons and soothing music, and think, “it can’t possibly be this fraught and dire constantly,” except for many people, it can be, and it is.

			It is this fraught, and this dire, and constantly.

			For many people, these stories are hardly fiction at all; more of a unique way of looking at how other people view our daily horrors. A way to come together and laugh-cry-grief-rage as one shared body. And that’s why it’s so important to listen to, and honour, the struggles people of marginalized genders face: those struggles are the story of so many more people than you’re imagining, they have ramifications that impact the entirety of our society, and frankly, we can’t make positive changes unless we address them as a whole; as everyone’s struggle, everyone’s responsibility. Unless we listen as one and act as one.

			When Dianna asked me to write this introduction, she asked me to touch on my part in bringing it to life, and it’s only a modest part. I gave a little advice, a little support, and I listened. But I’m getting a lot in return; through being here and introducing you to this exceptional manuscript, I get to feel like I’m also adding my mouth and voice to this collective scream, like I’m also welcome and embraced in this shared body.

			And we want to embrace you, too. We want you to feel with us and rage with us and grow with us. We believe you belong.

			All you need to do is listen.

			

		

	
		
			Infanticipation

			by Kelli Etheridge

			Content warnings: Graphic depiction of birth, captivity

		

	
		
			Two Weeks Before Birth Day

			Áine unlocked the door and entered the surrogate’s spacious bedroom, carrying a tray with breakfast. Áine missed her own bed. She had given up the primary suite in her home to accommodate the pregnancy. Since Katherine would be sequestered to the home and, most often, the one room, it was a kindness to offer her the capacious bedroom and ensuite.

			“Here, Katherine, a smoothie and two soft-boiled eggs, just like you prefer.”

			“Thank you. I don’t have much appetite, though.” Katherine was pallid and more gaunt than at the time of conception eight months ago. She had access to a patio furnished with a cushioned rattan couch for lounging, yet she had barely explored outside since autumn arrived. Áine wondered if pre-partum depression was a thing.

			“You must eat, for both of you. Keep your strength up.” Áine held the pink smoothie up to Katherine’s face and maneuvered the straw to her lips. “Drink up.”

			Katherine sipped with reluctance. “I usually love strawberries, but it kinda tastes funny. A bit metallic.”

			“That’s just the iron supplement. Gotta make sure you’re not deficient.” Áine couldn’t tell her exactly what kind of iron supplement it was; she’d never agree to drink it. The fruit and copious addition of cinnamon should cover up the taste of raw liver well enough. She pushed the glass into Katherine’s hand and sat down on a chair beside the bed.

			

			“Ok, I’ll get through it.” She cringed with each of the small sips she managed to keep down.

			Áine lifted Katherine’s T-shirt and rested a hand on the surrogate’s burgeoning belly. A crown of expanding stretchmarks peeked out from her underwear line. “I have some friends coming over for coffee this morning. I’ll need you to stay in here and be quiet, okay? TV is fine, just keep the volume low.”

			“Sure, I know the drill. Quiet as a mouse.”

			“The walls are soundproof, so you don’t need complete silence. No yelling though, obviously. If you need something, just text.” She sauntered to the French doors and secured the lock.

			It wasn’t easy to find a surrogate who would agree to Aine’s rather extreme terms. Katherine was a good fit, though. She was young and vibrant and she’d been a surrogate before, so Áine knew there was no concern she’d change her mind and want to keep the baby. In her surrogate CV, Katherine said she wanted to… “provide families who didn’t have the privilege of pregnancy themselves with the opportunity to become parents. Everyone should experience the joy of becoming a mother or father. I’m grateful to offer the gift of surrogacy to others.” Áine knew it wasn’t an entirely selfless act; Áine offered her triple her going rate. Katherine couldn’t resist. She told Áine she was going to use the money to start her own family after this pregnancy. Katherine intended for this one to be her final surrogacy.

			So did Áine.

			Áine had healthy eggs of her own, but refused to carry a baby to term. She couldn’t confess to outsiders just how pregnancy was dangerous for her. She had practised multiple layers of protection as she went about a rather promiscuous youth. Oral birth control was an easy first defence, then condoms, of course. She followed her menses cycle closely. She knew her body intimately, its cycles, the ebb and flow of hormones. She recognized the sharp signal of ovulation, the mittelschmerz pain, as her eggs were released each month. She knew when it was safe to have sex and when it wasn’t. She was terrified of becoming pregnant, which was the most effective prophylactic she had.

			Áine returned with a tray of lunch after her friends departed. Her visits with Katherine focused almost exclusively around meals as of late. She used to spend more time with her, but over the months, a guilt had grown inside Áine that made her distance herself from the woman growing her baby.

			

			She rested the tray on Katherine’s lap. Tuna sandwiches, peppermint tea and a small glass dish with supplements.

			“Thanks. Hey, Áine, I’d like to call my mom. It’s been so long. Even though she knows I’ve been intentionally out of contact, I’m sure she’s worried. I want to let her know I’ll be home soon, with the birth so close now,” she implored with a wisp of hope in her voice.

			“Katherine, I know you’ve been lonely, but we’re almost there. The NDA you signed states no outside contact. You agreed. It’s binding. You can talk to her soon.” She swallowed the lie with an uncomfortable gulp. She wished she could offer reassurance to both Katherine and her mom. It was a sin to cause a mother worry. “But at least you have a mother,” Áine retorted.

			A melancholy washed across her face. “I am lonely and bored, but I can make it a few more weeks, of course.”

			“I’m sorry. I know you can. Let me draw you a bath, help you relax, and pamper yourself. Then maybe we can play Scrabble, if you want.”

			“Sure. That’d be nice, Áine.”

		

	
		
			One Week Before Birth Day

			“Will you tell me about the father? You never said much, other than he was a donor. How did you choose him?” Katherine inquired, picking at the makeshift vegetable platter that Áine had assembled for her.

			Áine sat at the end of Katherine’s bed, munching on pepperoni sticks and sipping on a glass of red wine. It was a rare, casual moment between the two women.

			“Well, I knew what I wanted. That helped. He had to have red hair like me, like all of us.” Others in the family had conceived through one-night stands with handsome redheads, but Áine loved the idea of sifting through a catalogue, searching for the perfect specimen. She couldn’t check for important traits if she picked someone up in a bar. “I want her to have a deep sense of belonging, physically and emotionally. I made sure the donor was intelligent. Being attractive was a bonus. He’s the kind of guy I’d marry if I wanted such a thing. I feel confident his DNA was the right choice, but our family genes are extremely strong. I know she’ll have more of me in her, no matter who I chose.”

			“Well, I love your auburn hair. It’s so unique. And your family all has red hair? Those must be some crazy, powerful heredity.”

			“Every one of us. Yeah, like I said, strong lineage. I’ll show you. We’re quite amazing. I think so, anyway.” Áine left and returned, clutching a thick photo album. She opened it and showed Katherine her ancestors—her great-grandmother, her grandmother, her mother.

			“This is my aunt Cara and my cousin Seren when she was little. They’ll arrive closer to the delivery date. They’re excited to meet you.”

			“And what about your mom? She is so beautiful. You definitely got a lot of her features.”

			Áine stared at her mother’s image and refused to lift her head to make eye contact. “She died in childbirth. My birth. It’s why I don’t celebrate my birthday; it’s her death day. I want my daughter’s birthday to be a celebration. Anyway, I was raised by my aunt.” Her matter-of-fact answer prevented Katherine from pursuing the mother topic further.

			“Where is everyone else? Your dad and grandpa? The men in your family?”

			“We have a solid history of single motherhood. Haven’t had much luck with the men in our lives.”

			“I get that. I seem to pick some pretty awful dudes. I’m going to do better next time though. I want to find a good guy, dad material.”

			“Good luck. I think you’d have been a good mom. Will be a good mom, I mean, if you find the right guy.”

			“I hope so. One more thing…you keep calling her a girl. How do you know? Or is it wishful thinking? We never got an ultrasound or anything.”

			“We only ever have daughters in our family. Just how it’s been for as long as our family tree goes back. Not sure why, but I’m good with it. Looking forward to raising a powerful female.”

			“Wow, that’s weird. Interesting, for sure. Did you ever try to get pregnant, Áine? Or did you just know surrogacy was your best chance?”

			“I would have loved to be pregnant. It’s the birth that’s the problem. My mom wasn’t the only one in our lineage to die in childbirth. So, no. I didn’t even try to get pregnant myself.”

			“No judgment from me, really. One of my other pregnancies was for a mom who didn’t want to go through pregnancy at all. Wanted to keep her body intact, avoid stretch marks. She told me she couldn’t live with a loose vagina from a natural birth and she didn’t want a scar from a cesarean. By the end of the pregnancy, I wasn’t sure if she’d even be a good mom. I thought I was doing something good. With you, it’s different. You’ll be a caring mom. I can tell you really want to be a mother. I want that for myself too one day.”

			Áine slammed the album closed. “Enough of that. Let’s not talk about the past or the future. We’ll focus on the now. Today. I’ll see you when dinner’s ready.” She bolted out of the room.

			Áine would have loved the chance to experience pregnancy if it weren’t life-threatening. She longed to nurture life inside her, feeling her baby girl twist and kick within her own body, not limited to surface movements through a surrogate’s skin. She wanted to nourish that life with what she consumed, knowing that every nutrient would be assimilated and shared with her unborn daughter. She wanted the primordial rite of passage—the pain, the pushing. She desired all of it. But it also terrified her. She didn’t want her daughter burdened with the sense of culpability she sustained about her mother’s death. Surrogacy was the only way to ensure that her daughter was not motherless.

			Modernity, although it made it challenging for her family to stay shrouded, wasn’t all bleak. It allowed her to have a biological heir through a sperm donor, in vitro fertilization and surrogacy. Her mother, Kyla, hadn’t had that choice. Áine’s birth destroyed her in a sanguinary sacrifice. Kyla knew the risks, but the biological imperative to reproduce was strong.

			Kyla’s sister, Cara, had decided for a premature cesarean to avoid labour. It was not without risks. Hospitalization was not an option; the c-section was performed at home under the most sterile conditions possible. Others in the family had attempted c-sections in this way with detrimental outcomes. Many of the children in the family were orphans and most were without siblings. Áine was both parentless and sisterless.

		

	
		
			Day Before Birth Day

			“This is Katherine, or Kiki if you prefer. Kiki, this is my aunt Cara and my cousin Seren.”

			“Very nice to meet you. I’m looking forward to being in the company of women for the birth. I had a male obstetrician for one of my pregnancies and he had the gentleness of a fisherman gutting his catch. Never warmed the speculum when I got pap tests, either.”

			“So true,” Cara said, taking Katherine’s hand. “This is women’s work. We know our own bodies best.” Cara gave Katherine’s hand a gentle squeeze before letting go.

			“Thank you. I totally agree, I…”

			Áine interrupted, “I wanted to tell all of you now that we are together…I’ve decided to name her Kherington. It sounds like a strong name. It means sprung from the fire. And I love that it starts with K, an homage to my mother, and like Kherington’s surrogate mother.” She gazed at Katherine, whose eyes grew damp with tears.

			“I love it. Hello, Kherington.” Katherine circled her hands around her belly.

			“Come sit on the rocker while we make the bed.” Áine and Seren made the bed with a waterproof mattress cover and fresh sheets. They piled towels and facecloths up on the nightstand in preparation for the birth. “Births can get messy, as you know.” Áine laughed.

			“Áine, I’m sorta scared. I’ve never had a home birth. I know we agreed to it. But…” Katherine’s face was gravid with unease.

			“Women have been giving birth far longer than hospitals have existed. We will get through this.” Áine didn’t specify who we was in that scenario.

			“Yeah, but a lot of women died in childbirth back then.”

			“Seriously? You think I don’t know that, Kiki?” She barked at the girl, her face flushed with anger. Guilt crept in and commingled with her irritation. These feelings of sin and wrongdoing bewildered her now. They were unexpected emotions. She had actually thought she could avoid attachment after nine months of nurturing Katherine. She’d become more than a vessel, and Áine didn’t appreciate it.

			The room fell silent. Áine delivered her captive’s dinner without another word and left her alone for the remainder of the evening.

		

	
		
			Birth Day

			Áine placed the palms of her hands flat against Katherine’s abdomen and caressed the taut skin. A confident kick from inside communicated readiness as the little one writhed in the amniotic pool. The biological imperative grew to a throbbing pain as Áine anticipated impending motherhood. Soon, baby girl. We will meet soon.

			The arrival felt ancient, a primeval passage into the current modernity. It was getting more challenging each cycle to find shadowed corners of the world where they could remain unnoticed. They had to accept being visible in this society of selfies, surveillance and digital connectivity, but with a veil to blur who they truly were. It wasn’t their appearance that would give them away; it was almost everything else.

			Katherine pleaded, “Please, some painkillers. This doesn’t feel normal, like last time or the first time. I need something to take the edge off.” She rocked to and fro in her nest of pillows.

			

			“Ah, sorry Kiki, drugs wouldn’t be good for the baby. You’re tough. You’ve done this twice before.” Áine had grown to prefer using her nickname to Katherine. Calling her Kiki made her feel more inconsequential somehow. How could you take a Kiki seriously?

			Katherine rolled onto her side in an awkward shuffle and sat up at the edge of the bed. “I’m not feeling right. I need to move around for a bit. If that doesn’t help, I think we should get to the hospital.”

			“No, no, no. None of that. Lay back, rest. It’ll be over soon. Don’t worry.”

			Katherine rose and swirled with unsteadiness. She grabbed the bedpost for balance, the other hand circling her belly. “I need to walk around. I feel nauseous. Maybe some fresh air will help. Just on the patio even.”

			She shuffled towards the French doors that led out to the terrace. Áine blocked her path, put a gentle hand to her shoulder and eased a reluctant Katherine back into bed. “I’m going to bring in my aunt and cousin now to help with the birth.”

			“Is your aunt a midwife? I think we should have a doctor, or at least a trained midwife. I know we agreed to a home birth, but I think some sort of medical person would be best for the baby, for Kherington.” She leaned back, closed her eyes, and breathed through her pain. “These contractions…they…they won’t stop…they are continuous.”

			“My aunt has attended quite a few births. We have quite the birth history in my family.” Áine opened the bedroom door and yelled, “Auntie Cara, can you both come in now? We’re close!”

			Her eyes still closed, Katherine rolled back and forth in the bed in a self-soothing rhythm. Aunt Cara and cousin Seren entered with a jovial energy. “Can you both help me with Kiki?” Áine passed them long pieces of cotton fabric and they took their places at the corners of the bed.

			Áine and Cara each held one of Kiki’s arms, caressing them until the muscles softened. They eased them out to the wooden headboard slats.

			As the cotton circled her wrists, Katherine’s eyes flashed open. She attempted to tuck her arms into her body, resisting the restraints. “What the hell, Áine? Áine! This is unnecessary. And cruel.”

			The woman yanked her arms back to the corners with a forceful tugging and tied them to the bed.

			Seren’s rope wrapped around the ankles, securing the legs in a closed position. Katherine kicked out in a desperate attempt at freedom, her heel striking Seren in the diaphragm. Seren fell back, gasping for air. Cara grabbed the flailing limbs and leaned her weight onto them as Áine fastened the linked legs to the corners with more rope.

			Seren regained her breath and stood over Katherine, who was thrashing in the bed like a wild animal caught in a trap.

			Seren raised her arm to strike.

			“Not nice!” Áine caught Seren’s hand before she could slap the expectant mother. “Seriously, Seren. No! You can’t blame her.” Áine pushed Seren away from the bed with a firm nudge.

			She leaned in and brushed the hair from Katherine’s damp forehead with her fingertips. She whispered, “Try to calm yourself down. Deep breaths. It’ll be okay.” She hated lying, but necessity demanded mistruths.

			Katherine stared into Áine’s eyes, a silent pleading. Her breaths were heavy and rapid, despite Áine’s demonstration of slow, deep breathing. They lingered there, breathing together, until Katherine’s muscles relaxed in an exhausted acquiescence.

			“How the hell am I supposed to give birth with my legs tied together?” Katherine’s voice quivered.

			“I know it seems strange. We have different births in our family. You won’t have to do all the work.”

			“It doesn’t make sense. I demand to go to the hospital.” Katherine tugged on her restraints, then slumped back into the bed as the futility became clear.

			“My dear,” Aunt Cara said, “you are in no position to make demands. I do, however, appreciate your tenacity.” She caressed Katherine’s forehead, brushing away her damp bangs.

			“Let’s begin. Kherington is near.” Áine nodded at her aunt and cousin.

			Cara began lighting beeswax candles and dimmed the room lights to create a peaceful ambience. Áine lit an incense cone: frankincense, clary sage, and sweet orange.

			“I made you a playlist, dear cousin, just for today. I thought this would be perfect for a birth. Can I put it on?” Seren held her hands up and rocked back and forth as if she was at a silent disco. “We can dance. You have that in your birth plan, right?” A quick nod from Áine, and Seren was connecting her phone to the Bluetooth speaker in the corner.

			The songs penetrated the room, the volume louder than the softness of the candlelight would have suggested.

			The three women danced around the room, spinning their long skirts until they billowed with air. At times, they held hands and whirled in a circle together. Their laughter, and occasional celebratory whoops, drowned out the moans of Katherine, who tossed her head back and forth on the pillow with eyes shut tight.

			“Seren, these songs are perfect. Thank you,” praised Áine as she swayed to the beat of Steppenwolf’s Born to Be Wild.

			“I thought you would enjoy the digital mixtape of classics. More to come. We still have Cindy Lauper’s Girls Just Want to Have Fun, Sweet Child of Mine by your favourite band—Guns and Roses, Wild Child by The Doors, and We are Family by Sister Sledge.” Seren bounced up and down, hands in the air, rock concert style.

			A scream interrupted the family dance party. Seren paused the music with a scowl. Katherine lifted her head to speak to them through the sweaty, tangled mess of her hair. “Something’s wrong. It hurts too much. Please, please can we go to the hospital? For your baby? It’s what’s best for her. Me too. But her, Áine. Think of Kherington.”

			Áine drew near and stroked Katherine’s rigid skin, stretched from the pregnancy over time and pulled taut from within now. “I am thinking of her. What’s best is to stay right here. She knows what to do.”

			“She? Who, your aunt? She’s dancing around like she doesn’t give a shit? I don’t think she even knows what to do.” Katherine’s voice strained out the words between breaths. Her eyes bulged without blinking. The line between labour pain and terror blurred.

			“No, Kiki. She knows what to do. My little one.” Áine pointed at the undulating abdomen, nodded to Seren to turn the music back on, and resumed dancing as the wailing intertwined with the soundtrack.

			Katherine’s wailing shifted into a sharp scream as her abdomen heaved with rhythmic intention from within.

			“Turn the music down a bit. She’s coming.” Áine rushed to the bed.

			“Kiki, can you still hear me? I want to thank you for everything, for making me a mother, for nurturing my daughter for all these months.”

			Katherine tossed in agony, her pain-glazed eyes meeting Áine’s.

			Áine winced, wishing for an expedient end to the suffering. “Katherine, I’m sorry. I wish you had the chance to be a mother yourself, to hold your own baby in your arms, so see him or her grow up. You deserved that much. I’ve grown fond of you. I’m so, so sorry.” Her voice trailed off at the end in hitching breaths.

			Katherine’s eyes closed in squinted agony.

			Áine focused her attention on the belly, the churning.

			Katherine’s eyes closed and her body grew still as a small hole developed in her abdomen below her belly button. Tiny hands, sharp with fingernails, tore through the stretched skin. Áine reached in to assist, but Cara held her back with words, “Leave her; it’s her rite of passage. Her birth.”

			Áine nodded, “Of course.”

			Arms emerged, followed by a head covered with blood and vernix. The jagged opening of flesh grew wider as she birthed herself into the world. Kherington pulled herself up and out, resting atop the womb, blinking to see for the first time.

			“Look at her. She is beautiful!” Seren exclaimed.

			“Under that blood, I can still see her fiery red hair like ours,” Cara commented.

			In a soft motherly tone, Áine welcomed her daughter, “Hello Kherington. Nice to meet you. I’m your mother. Happy Birthday!”

			Kherington smiled at the sound of the surrounding voices. Her mouth opened up into a wide, toothy grin.

			Cara handed Áine a towel to lift the newborn up and out of Katherine’s body. Áine held Kherington close and wiped the blood from her face.

			Once the umbilical cord stopped pulsing, Cara clamped it at the baby’s belly and at the placental attachment. She handed the umbilical cord to baby Kherington to gnaw on, which the baby gratefully grasped in her delicate fists.

			Cara pulled the placenta out with gentleness and placed it in a bowl.

			“What shall we have this time? Stew again, or should I try a new recipe?” Cara inquired.

			“Stew. It’s the tradition.” Áine suggested.

			“Yes, your placenta stew is the best, Mom.”

			“Stew it is.”

		

	
		
			Day After Birth Day

			“The room is ready for you, Áine.” Seren spoke quietly so as not to wake a napping Kherington.

			Áine entered the primary bedroom, freshly cleaned, curtains wide open to allow in the morning light. She curled up into bed with her newborn, both of them exhausted from the birth experience.

			Seren and Cara joined her and sat on the edge of the bed.

			“You know, that wasn’t so bad. I’m already thinking I want to do this again. Not right away, but soon enough. I want Kherington to have a sister.”

			

			“I always wished I had a sister, although you were like a sister to me.” Seren leaned in to kiss Áine’s cheek.

			“I know, you too.” She blew her cousin a kiss. “I still have some eggs that they harvested. I could do it all again. Find another surrogate. And maybe after that I’ll sell off my remaining eggs. Surrogacy isn’t cheap.”

			“And let one of us be born to unsuspecting parents? Is the world ready for that? Can you imagine?” Cara questioned with her stern maternal voice.

			They all grew quiet as they visualized that scenario. The seriousness lifted and soon giggles transformed into riotous laughter.

			Áine’s laughter subsided to a smirk. “Yes, yes, I can imagine just that.”

			

		

	
		
			I Will Get You Medical Care

			by Bogi Takács

			Content warnings: Intersexism, anti-queer sentiment (specifically about marriage), bodily harm, strange spider alien

			I am sure, in retrospect, that the spider had meant no harm.

			~*~

			I met the spider in the parking lot of one of those Medical Buildings scattered throughout the endless suburban sprawl. The parking lot was full of cars, but empty of people. The creature was a collection of acute angles attached to a spherical body, considerably taller than me. I thought that it looked like a caricature of a spider rather than an actual spider magnified a hundredfold. Eyes dotted the body more or less uniformly, without any obvious pattern.

			I had just ran out of the Medical Building, the receptionist yelling after me in a chipper Midwestern tone that I might still want to make a follow-up appointment. I had no desire for a follow-up appointment, or to ever set foot in this building again. The spider was standing in front of my car, blocking the way. I looked around frantically as I gasped for breath, seeking aid, any aid. I considered going back inside, but I had not exited so rapidly without a reason.

			I was expecting “Be Not Afraid” at any moment, though the spider seemed less terrifyingly benevolent than a biblically accurate angel. Instead, the creature crouched down ever so slightly, and tilted closer to me, putting a handful of eyes at my eye level. I wiped my tears away.

			The spider said, “YOU NEED MEDICAL CARE.”

			

			I swore, because the alternative was a desperate cackle. “Of course I need medical care!”

			The spider said, “I CAN HELP YOU.”

			“Then help me!” I shouted at it.

			This proved to be a mistake.

			~*~

			I was standing in front of the chipper receptionist.

			“To see Dr. Gorman at Primary Care?” she asked. I gasped and she looked me over, her eyes narrowing. There had been no appreciable transition: I had been in front of the spider one moment, and the receptionist the next. What was going on? Was I dreaming?

			“Dr. Gorman, yes, thank you,” I mumbled. I had apparently already told her my name and date of birth; for all I knew, she’d scanned my insurance card with that little thing that looked like a miniature printer rather than a scanner, too.

			The receptionist blinked at me, deciding not to ask if anything was wrong. I wondered if she saw distraught people seeing the doctor on a regular basis.

			She told me to sit and wait to be called. This at least gave me a few moments to gather my thoughts. How long had it taken the previous time? Not more than five minutes. Had there been a previous time?

			Everything seemed solid and regular in a pedestrian way. The signage pointed at various different doctors’ offices with no element of the surreal. This clearly wasn’t a dream. Maybe I had had some kind of precognitive vision. I would know once I saw the doctor—or even before that, the nurse taking my vitals.

			I reached for my phone, thinking to text my spouse, Or—“Hey, hope you’re OK? Something completely weird just happened to me!”—but the battery was out. I dug around in my bag for my charger, then hunted for an outlet. I found one underneath my seat, and plugged the charger in with a groan. I straightened up in relief, yet my phone didn’t even display the small lightning bolt showing me it was charging. It was completely inert.

			I didn’t have time to figure this out. The nurse opened the door to an interior corridor of offices and my gut clenched even further. She was the same person as in my—dream? vision? hallucination?—a short, sturdily built woman named Jackie. Should I ask her for help? Jackie came across like a kind person, but I didn’t think, “I met a giant spider in your parking lot” would go over well.

			I unplugged my phone and followed her, then passively let her measure my height, weight, blood pressure and so on. I was barely aware of myself, stunned into silence—yet one part of me was thinking ahead. The appointment had been a disaster; I’d never run away from a doctor before, though I probably should have. The spider was talking about helping me. Maybe I would get a redo? If enormous spiderlike creatures could exist, then clearly time travel could exist, too.

			What could I do to improve my chances of actually getting medical care? I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong. Some doctors are just jerks. But still, what could I do? The nurse was done with her measurements and was asking me for my symptoms.

			“I have a rash and the over-the-counter medications aren’t helping,” I said, like previously, but immediately second-guessed myself. I couldn’t show Dr. Gorman my chest. Absolutely no way. But I didn’t have a rash anywhere else. I had, but most of it had improved by the time I could get an appointment. Could I run away sooner? But then the problem of my terrible rash wouldn’t be solved.

			Once the nurse was done, I sat in the doctor’s office, waiting for Dr. Gorman. Maybe I could come up with some other conditions? But I didn’t need some random solution for something else, I needed not to feel like clawing off my skin. I stared at a poster about the dangers of high blood pressure across from my seat. I generally had low blood pressure, but if anything, this would elevate it.

			I honestly had not thought it would be a problem to show my chest before Dr. Gorman went on a rant about sex hormones. I knew about sex hormones. I had spent my life since puberty that didn’t quite go as planned trying to deal with my sex hormones. But I was there to get treated for an allergic rash.
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