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by Neil Clarke

––––––––

[image: ]


As the editor at Clarkesworld Magazine, I’ve become intimately familiar with rejections and the reasons why stories receive them. In a given month, I receive around eleven hundred submissions, of which we accept less than ten. Last I checked, I was close to sending out my one hundred and eighty thousandth rejection letter. Delivering bad news is an aspect of my job, so I try to be kind about it. I have even created a special card authors can get from me at conventions:

[image: ][image: ]

If you aren’t familiar with how that part of the industry works, editors post submission guidelines that outline the process and provide general guidance for what they are and aren’t looking for. The stories a publication receives are commonly referred to as the “slush pile.” Every editor puts their own spin on how they review this slush. Some work with slush readers—sometimes called first readers—to help them cull the pile down and others prefer to do it all themselves. I have a small team of readers and join them in the first round of the process. 

The first round eliminates the majority of submissions. The sheer volume of works received and the number that share very similar plots and themes can cause a blurring effect. Many are eliminated because they lack something to distinguish them from the pack. Those stories can still be well-written and functional, but they often lack a spark the editor is looking for. Others may have ignored the guidelines, providing a shortcut to rejection by submitting a story that’s the wrong length, genre, using generative “AI,” or even touching on subjects we’ve told them not to. For others, it’s the quality of the writing or storytelling. A typo here or there doesn’t tend to be the end of the world. The problems tend to be more substantial.

At Clarkesworld, the second round consists of only the top three percent. Those tend to be the stories that do something unexpected—that stick in your head for a day or more while others are forgotten. These are often stories that engage the reader in a way that makes them think about or feel something. The second round evaluation is more in-depth. The stories are read multiple times as we kick the tires and assess the strengths and weaknesses.

Magazines and anthologies differ a bit at this stage. For example, an anthology may reject a story on the grounds that it is too similar to another one already in inventory. However, a magazine that is willing to hold some extra inventory can simply schedule two similar stories for separate issues. An anthology also has a hard limit for the number of stories it can accept and publish, while there’s almost always another issue of a magazine to fill. Sometimes editors are even faced with a decision based on the amount of space. Do I take these two excellent stories or this one bigger one? In my own experience, these can be some of the more heartbreaking decisions editors have to make.

There’s also the issue of “fit.” A magazine or anthology has a particular flavor to it, even if it subtly shifts over time. Something too far from its core may be harder for an editor to see a path to acceptance, even if they like it. Others may be lost to structural or logic problems uncovered during that second round of evaluation. Sometimes you pull a string that unravels the whole story and you can’t see a way to fix it. A few authors might receive a rejection with notes and an invitation to resubmit if they can fix or change something in a way that resolves the editor’s concern. Sometimes an acceptance can be snatched from the jaws of rejection. In the end, only a small percentage of stories receive an acceptance letter.

It horrifies authors when I tell them this, but before I send out my first acceptance to them, I’ll re-read the previously rejected work they’ve sent me. The writer is clearly good enough to get published, so I want to make sure I didn’t make a mistake on a previous submission. (We are human, after all.) What I’ve noticed, however, is that the authors we publish tend to have two things in common: persistence in the face of rejection and an attention to improving their craft. The progress is plainly visible across their history. It’s hard to see that and not have a healthy respect for the author’s journey.

So why would anyone want to read an anthology of rejected stories?

To be honest, if you are reading short fiction regularly, you already have and didn’t know it. Every editor I know has published a story that has been rejected or rejected a story that has gone on to be published elsewhere. Even the most well-known editors have rejected stories that have gone on to be award finalists or winners. I’ve done it a few times and have absolutely no regrets. Why? The story ended up going to an editor who was well-suited to it, at a market that could get it seen, where there were readers that loved it. If you really want your mind blown, in each of the eight volumes of The Best Science Fiction of the Year that I’ve edited, there has been at least one story I’ve rejected at Clarkesworld because it wasn’t a good fit there.

You read this anthology for the same reason you read any other. To enjoy some good stories. In doing so, if you happen to celebrate the author’s persistence in the face of rejection, all the better. They deserve celebration.
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Editor’s Note
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by Storm Humbert

––––––––
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Those of us who seek to publish our short fiction eventually learn to make rejection our default expectation for every submission. We make special little compartments in our brains—soundproof ones—and we sock our hopes for each story away there, only taking them out on those rare occasions when we receive that desired yet surprising result: an acceptance.

Compartmentalization and coping mechanisms aside, rejection still sucks, and it never stops sucking. Worse yet, we never really stop getting rejected. If you don’t believe me, ask the Science Fiction Grand Masters, New York Times Bestsellers, Hugo, Nebula, World Fantasy, and other award winners on the cover of this book. Few, if any, writers ever get so big they stop getting rejected, and communicating that was the initial impetus for this book. It’s been a project I’ve wanted to make happen for a long time, but only with all my talented friends here at Calendar of Fools were we finally able to make it real.

The original goal here was to create a book—a physical object writers can hold in their hands—to remind all of us, when the rejections roll in too many at a time, that it happens to everyone. It even happens to the best of us. And rejection doesn’t necessarily mean your story is bad. It could mean that, sure, but rejection sometimes simply means your content, tone, themes, voice, etc. weren’t a good fit for that market. It certainly doesn’t mean you are a bad writer because even if you eventually decide that the story is bad, every good writer has written some stinkers. They can’t all be winners, and each attempt makes us better. 

As we went along in the process of making this anthology, however—especially the further we got into the slush pile—an additional goal emerged. That goal was to save as many stories as we could from oblivion. Most readers don’t know this, and not all writers have put it together either, but there is, in fact, a hole at the bottom of the short fiction marketplace—a big, black pit—and every now and then, truly great stories slip through the cracks and fall into it.

This pit exists because all short fiction markets (at least the paying ones) have a policy against unrequested resubmission. Now, this is a good policy. It’s absolutely necessary for them to function at all. Without it, they’d drown in resubmissions. However, this means even stories that get those coveted personal rejections straight from the editor’s desk are effectively dead at that market. Every “We loved it, but ...” is a death sentence, and stories only have as many lives as there are markets. 

So, from time to time, really really good stories that maybe didn’t have the right tone for this market, or happened to be one high concept selkie story too many for that market, or just—for one reason or another—didn’t fit these places at those times, accrue ten or fifteen or twenty or thirty near misses and are out of places to go. Relegated to the pit—to sit in darkness, unread. 

But readers still deserve to see these missed stories—the really great ones—don’t they? And these stories should still be seen, shouldn’t they? We at Calendar of Fools thought so, which is why we set out upon our own personal expedition into the pit. Really, that’s all that’s required to gather up the great pieces that fall out of the machine: every now and then, someone do a little search and rescue because the system essentially guarantees that at least a few great stories will find their way into the pit. And it’s up to us—to writers and editors and readers—to make sure the really great ones don’t languish there. 

I feel this anthology has achieved these goals, and I hope our readers end up agreeing. These are, quite literally, stories you won’t find anywhere else because most everywhere else passed. They had their reasons just as we have ours, but we think these stories are great and deserve to be seen. And maybe it’ll inspire someone else with different tastes and opinions and ideas to do their own conquest of the pit—to save more stories. 

Take it from someone who saw the slush pile: there’s plenty still in there worth saving.
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Pod People
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by Rich Larson

––––––––
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Rich Larson was born in Niger, has lived in Spain and the Czech Republic, and is currently based in Canada. He is the author of the novels Annex and Ymir, as well as collections Tomorrow Factory and The Sky Didn’t Load Today and Other Glitches. His fiction has been translated into over a dozen languages, among them Polish, French, Romanian and Japanese, and adapted into an Emmy-winning episode of LOVE DEATH + ROBOTS.

* * *
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Back when Danny was alive still, he was always giving me ocean facts, always real solemnly. Like: Dad, there’s a wrinkly gray shark in the Arctic Ocean that trades its eyes for parasites, did you know? Dad, there’s a tropical fish that uses a worm for a tongue. 

I guess lately I’ve been thinking about all those watery symbioses, because lately it feels like I’m one of them. What with piloting the dolphin.

It’s not exactly a real dolphin. They grew it in an embryo tank, and instead of the massive mushroom-shaped dolphin brain it’s only got a little nub of brainstem plugged into a carbon shell all full of circuitry and conductor gel. That’s where the pilot goes: dropped right into the body via the wireless shunt.

So, even though I’m inside a research base, swimming in a counter-current pool with an oxygen mask strapped to my face, I’m also a hundred kilometers up the coastline racing Vino through the waves. And it might be research, but it’s also sheer and giddy joy.

I’m a strong swimmer. That’s the reason they picked me to pilot. That and because I’ve got high concentrations of a certain neurotransmitter, I guess. I know the feel of a perfect stroke, when your whole body is working with the water, not against it, from your cupped hand biting the surface to your flexed feet knifing through it.

Being a dolphin is that, factor ten. Vino rockets down into the dark blue and I rocket after her, cutting through a freezing cold ocean that feels the perfect temperature to my new nerves, my new blubber-sheathed body. I’ve piloted drones before, flown surveillance for a corp, but this feels more like flying than that ever did.

We point our snouts for the sandy bottom, a distant brown murk, scrape our bellies on it, and send sand swirling everywhere. Then up, up fast, tails threshing us toward the gauzy sunlight. Vino hurtles clear of the water and I do the same trick, using all my borrowed muscles at once.

There’s this beautiful never-ending moment of suspension, up in the sky, shedding the sea off my fins and flukes, perfectly weightless in a cloud of soft shattered glass.

Then I smash back under the surface, where Vino’s already waiting. They gave her the nickname because she’s aged so well, going on forty-three but somehow still quickest in this little pod of eight that’s been hunting together these past weeks. 

She’s the brainiest, too, which is why they want me with her. She gave me this real long inspection when the team first dropped me in, maybe because I was still moving a little funny back then, still adjusting to the nerve feedback. But after a couple days she gave me the okay, and now we’re almost friends. Not that I’d put it that way to the team. 

It’s true, though: I know her favorite kind of squid, I know how she likes to go upside down and blow air rings at the younger ones to tease them, I can even tell her chirps from the others. And she’s the one who got me in with the rest of the pod, so we all owe her that much.

Vino gives a sharp whistle and curls herself around, angling back the way we came.

I make my thought slow and simple, feeding it into the AI that’ll turn it into words on the research facility smart screens a hundred kilometers away: She’s heading back to the cove. Follow?

Follow, the team buzzes in my cortex. We’ll pull you out in an hour. Storm coming in.

I can feel it in the water, a static charge in the quicksilver currents. Okay. Sounds good.

***
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Danny’s the reason I volunteered for this job, I guess. He loved the ocean from the day he first saw it: his beautiful black eyes went all big and he peed himself. But, of course, he was barely a year old then, and peed himself often. When he got older, I remember him always skipping along the surf, looking for hermit crabs, or running up to show me a slimy ball of seaweed.

Me, I wasn’t raised with ocean. But I spent half my childhood in a big square pool with a cement diving platform and a rust-flaking ladder. It got drained and filled back up on Sundays, maybe every other week. The deep end filled first, which meant the shallow end was our beach for a while, a slice of warm blue tile baking in the sun.

The pool had its own little ecosystems, too. I remember the water-skimmers tiptoeing over the surface—or maybe below the surface, and what you see is their reflection; someone told me that once. I remember the bats swooping down over the pool at dusk to drink.

I used to daydream about taking Danny and his mum there someday, but it’s a continent away and probably closed down before Danny was even born. And Danny got to grow up with a real beach, which I think is much better.

He didn’t get swept off in a riptide, if that’s what you’re wondering. He was on his little green bicycle, and a lorry backed over him. Me and his mum split up after that, which makes sense, because we each had only half a heart left to run on.

Anyways. Back to the ocean.

* * *
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The pod’s not where we left them. They’re congregated at the far edge of the cove, circling around something, chittering to each other. I can’t see what it is—dolphin eyes aren’t so sharp—and I’m still getting the hang of using the echolocation. One of the young bulls surfaces long enough for a breath before he comes back down. 

As me and Vino get closer, the water reverberates with conversation. Our AI is still learning to interpret all the clicks and squeals, but I get the gist of it. Angry, agitated. Scared.

A hundred kilometers away, I feel a churning in my stomach, a phantom dread. In the dolphin body, I feel a keening chemical discomfort. Vino cuts through the circle, and I follow in her wake. Billie, one of the recent mothers, is nosing at a tangle of trash, making the same soft whistle over and over again.

No, not trash. I recognize the mesh of a crab pot, and I recognize the shape of Billie’s calf caught halfway inside it. He’s been a rascal almost since he was born. Swims off too far to play, makes his mum come chasing after him—how she’s doing now. But this time is different.

He’s already drowned.

The keening intensifies. I drift closer, even though I don’t want to. Billie’s calf is dead. He snapped one of his little fins trying to wriggle free; it juts off his body at a bad angle. I’ve never seen crab pots in this cove before, never once. Judging from the glint, it’s freshly fabbed.

Vino noses the calf with her muzzle, giving him little kisses. The pod keeps circling, checking in, darting out again. I know I’m supposed to observe, because this is a whole data mine when it comes to dolphin social structure and death response, but I can barely stand to watch.

I try to make my thought slow and simple: Billie’s calf got caught in a crab trap. Drowned. Must have been an autotrawler passing through.

They’ll send an underwater drone with precision shears to free the body, and I should stick around, probably, to keep Billie out of the way. Once it’s free they’ll let her have it. I know dolphins have trouble letting go. I’ve seen netclips of a mother towing her calf’s corpse up to the surface to not-breathe, nudging it along beside her until it starts to rot.

I look at Billie’s calf again. He’s still semi-buoyant, but soon he’ll either sink or rise up to the surface all on his own—I think it depends on the gases, how they spread through the body cavity during decomposition.

The reply buzzes in: Shit, Walmsley. There was nothing on the scopes. Might have a scrambler.

So there’s a big grimy robot drifting along the seafloor dropping death traps, I think. And it’s invisible to the radar array.

There’s a delay, and I figure it was too complex a sentence, but then the reply comes: We’ll have to deal with that and the calf tomorrow. Time to rendezvous at the boat.

I know they’re right. There’s inclement weather incoming. The dolphin body’s skull is full of expensive gear, and that gear needs to go back to the research base. But I can’t leave Billie’s calf tethered like that, so I nose as close as I can, gently nudging Billie’s rubbery face out of the way, and try chewing through the mesh.

All it gets me is a mouthful of blood and reproachful chirping from Billie and Vino. Dolphin teeth are for trapping fish, not gnawing through crab pots. The helplessness is a familiar feeling, and I really, really hate it.

Okay, I think. Heading in.

* * *
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Vino is reluctant about it, but she leaves Billie and the calf so she can follow me to the boat. She’s done this for the past week. Seems fascinated by it, watching the hydraulic arm scoop me out of the water and put me in the tank, at which point I can disconnect safely and go back to inhabiting my regular body.

Today I feel sick and guilty about the fact I’m leaving. The fact I couldn’t work Billie’s dead calf free from the mesh. The fact I’m not really one of the pod, and Vino knows it, even if she doesn’t quite understand why. I put on a burst of speed, trying to lose her. I don’t want her watching me go up in the boat today.

The storm’s building above us; with my low-color dolphin eyes I see a flash that must be lightning. I race toward the boat and Vino chases, but it doesn’t feel good how it should, doesn’t feel anything like before. It feels like I’m back to running away from things. 

Vino’s too fast. When I reach the rocking shape of the boat’s hull, she’s right alongside me.

Here, I think, then, to Vino, even though she can’t hear me: Sorry.

The arm flexes down into the water, but when I swim for it, Vino blocks me. Her rubbery body slides against mine and she nips at my fin. At first I think she’s playing. Then I think she’s trying to stop me from leaving, worried I won’t be back this time. Then I recognize the scattershot squeal of her echolocation, and realize she’s spotted something.

I turn my snout the same way and try to use a sense I don’t have in my other body; what comes back is a jumble of silvery lines. One sticks out, hard and angular.

Do you see the autotrawler? I think to the team. Just to the east of us.

Nothing, they reply. You got a visual, Walmsley?

Thunder rumbles overhead, muffled through the water. 

Yeah. Think so.

Vino gives an agitated whistle, then takes off, a torpedo heading straight for the autotrawler’s silhouette. I feel my gut lurch a hundred kilometers away. If the autotrawler’s unlicensed, if it’s got a scrambler, it might have other things, too. Electric prods to keep scavengers away from its catches. Maybe a harpoon gun.

Vino’s gone after it, I think. I don’t want her to hurt herself.

I swoop away from the boat arm and take off after her.

* * *
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It’s storming in earnest now, dark choppy waves slashing across the surface, sucking us up towards them. The rain pelts my skin when I breach. My blowhole burns like lungs on a winter run. 

The team is buzzing in my head, but the connection’s gone choppy as the water. I don’t have much time. Either they’re going to pull me out, or the storm will.

Vino keeps barreling on, fast as I’ve ever seen her move, and the autotrawler is just ahead. It’s a bulbous mustard-yellow thing, limbs tucked up inside its metal underbelly. For a moment I see it how the pod must see it: a mechanical monster always wailing to itself in the same sonar pitch, laying mesh eggs the perfect size to drown a calf.

Vino strikes the side of it like a torpedo. The impact jars her whole body. The autotrawler barely shivers. She dives deep and comes at it again, this time trying for the underside. I chitter nonsense at her, trying to stop her; her rubbery head collides with the metal and snags a sharp edge.

I’m beside her now, and I taste the little cloud of her blood. I try to block her how she blocked me at the boat, but she’s quicker and nimbler. She whips around me and tries again, smashing her snout into the autotrawler’s side. The machine keeps moving, implacable, sucking and expelling seawater through its gaping intake. 

I know how it feels to hate a machine. The autotrawler’s following programming, the same way the lorry that hit Danny was following programming until its collision AI glitched. Vino keeps hurling herself against the metal. The autotrawler’s not shocking her, or spearing her, but it’s barely noticing her and that’s almost worse.

Get back to the boat, the team finally cuts through. Can you hear us? Walmsley?

I think up all kinds of excuses to stay. This is valuable data I’m recording for them, after all. This is a dolphin displaying grief and displacing frustration. But that’s not the real reason I can’t leave. Vino is me, and Billie’s calf might as well be Danny, his broken leg sticking out at a bad angle. And whoever programmed this autotrawler has no idea.

Vino dekes past me again and slams herself into the machine’s metal plating. 

It’s got a scrambler, I think to them. Gets away, the conservation authorities might never find it.

They don’t hear me. Walmsley? We’re trying to pull you out. Storm’s messing with the link.

The cut on Vino’s head is bleeding worse now, leeching red into the cold water. She’s going to smash her head in trying to make it pay attention, and I can’t stop her. But I can do something else if I do it fast enough. If I don’t lose my nerve. 

I nudge Vino aside, then target the autotrawler’s intake. It’ll be a tight fit. The team has a back-up body, but they won’t be happy about this. I’ll lose the pilot job for sure, which means no more wave-racing with Vino. No more diving through shoals of glimmery fish. No more feeling weightless.

And it’s going to really, really hurt.

I chirp a goodbye to Vino, flip myself around like an acrobat, and wedge myself into the intake tail-first, to make sure the expensive hardware in the skull survives. The pain chews through my dolphin nerves and I feel myself twitching and spasming a hundred kilometers away.

Through the pain, I feel the autotrawler shudder, halt. I hear the team buzzing in my head, trying to make sense of my vitals. The disconnect will be any second now. I hear Vino squeaking. I’ll miss her and the pod and the factor-ten swimming.

But there’s a wrinkly gray shark in the Arctic Ocean that trades its eyes for parasites that glow bright enough to attract food. There’s a tropical fish that trades its tongue for a worm. I’m just doing a trade of my own.

The ocean’s not mine anyways. Maybe once I get a new job, I can find a blue-tiled pool somewhere. Go swimming. I think that’d be real—

* * *
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Rejection History for “Pod People”
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This fairly bleak story, like many fairly bleak stories, was written during 2020. I was trying to get out of a slump, and so fixed my eyes on the annual Sapiens Plurum contest, hoping a hard deadline would get the words flowing. 

My previous successes in the contest had been with lighter, more warm-hearted work, so I wasn’t shocked when a shaggy dogfish story failed to place. But the rejection hit harder than usual, and I cycled through just a handful of magazines (Augur, Infinite Worlds, Interzone, Asimov’s) before letting it drift.

When I saw the Intergalactic Rejects call in 2024, I went back to the story and realized it wasn’t as bad as I remembered it. My general malaise at the time had colored my perception. So, if there’s a lesson here (be wary of stories with lessons), it would be the importance of stepping back after a rejection to check if external factors are making it feel more personal or definitive than it actually is.
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Collaborators
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by Kevin J. Anderson and Rebecca Moesta

––––––––
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Kevin J. Anderson has published more than 175 books, 58 of which have been national or international bestsellers. He has written numerous novels in the Star Wars, X-Files, and Dune universes, as well as unique steampunk fantasy trilogy beginning with Clockwork Angels, written with legendary rock drummer Neil Peart. His original works include the Saga of Seven Suns series, the Wake the Dragon and Terra Incognita fantasy trilogies, the Saga of Shadows trilogy, and his humorous horror series featuring Dan Shamble, Zombie P.I. He has edited numerous anthologies, written comics and games, and the lyrics to two rock CDs. Anderson is the director of the graduate program in Publishing at Western Colorado University. His most recent novels are Clockwork Destiny, Gods and Dragons, Dune: The Duke of Caladan (with Brian Herbert), and Slushpile Memories: How NOT to Get Rejected.

Rebecca Moesta is the bestselling author of forty books, both solo and in collaboration with her husband. Her solo work includes A Christmas to Remember (based on the Hallmark tv movie by the same name), Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Junior Jedi Knights novels, short stories, articles, ghost writing, and editing anthologies. With Kevin, she wrote the Crystal Doors trilogy, the Young Jedi Knights series, movie and game novelizations, lyrics for rock CDs, graphic novels, pop-up books, and writing books, such as Writing as a Team Sport.

Rebecca and Kevin are the publishers of Wordfire Press.

* * *
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Tara held the second cable in her hand as she crept behind her husband in the dim light of the den; but he was already jacked in, impervious to all distractions.

Chandler lay slouched back in his battered college-salvage chair like a marionette with severed strings, his face slack, eyes REMing behind the translucent sheaths of his lids as he wrestled with his commissioned VR art. From his sighs, fidgety spasms, and general restlessness, she could tell he was blocked again.

Chandler always kept his art to himself, reluctant to talk about it until he finished, even when she offered herself as a sounding board for ideas. But this time Tara would surprise him—or piss him off. Either way, she hoped Chandler would get out from under the creative block that had been smothering him. If she could just help him get over the hump ...

Without his knowledge, Tara had installed the black-market splitter behind the wall plate. Now she could jack into the same data stream and help him directly, a true meeting of minds.

She stared at the viper-prongs of the cable in her hand, then mounted it in the socket at the base of her skull. Still moving quietly, she pried off the wall plate and squinted to see the bright silver end of the splitter’s input port, a shunt piggybacked onto the main cable. She had never used a splitter before, never even seen one. But Fizzwilly had promised it would work.

Chandler’s fingers twitched on the worn maroon fabric of the overstuffed chair, as if searching for something to clench.

By jacking in, Tara could see what was bugging him, help him work through the problem. She had purchased the illegal device from her former friend Fizzwilly, who was technically still on the run. It was still prototype hardware, he said, not completely certified, but that didn’t mean the splitter wasn’t useful. She decided to take the risk, if only to get closer to her husband.

Chandler, unaware of her presence in the dim workroom, continued breathing fast and shallow, butterfly wings in his lungs. His eyes looked sunken, lost in a nest of shadows, and his milky skin seemed paler than usual. His red-gold hair hung lank over the interface cable. In her mind, Tara caught a glimpse of what he would look like as an unhappy middle-aged man.

Before marrying Chandler two years before, Tara had spent plenty of time jacked into virtual environments. Her friends, “the wrong crowd,” had sharpened their claws by rerouting legal shipments to illegal chop-shops, altering financial transactions out to many decimal places. Tara had held herself on the fringe, amusing herself by diddling with her own grades and records at the Virtual University, not because she was unable to complete the classes herself, but because she was impatient to begin doing the “real stuff.” She’d had her heart set on a career as an architect or an archaeologist, not as an electronic scam artist.

But when the heat came down and they all got caught, Tara had been stripped of her degree, barred from ever working as anything higher than a grunt at a sprawling architectural firm, and denied all access to genuine archaeological sites; the others stumbled into jail, and Fizzwilly became a fugitive.

Chandler had saved her, dragged her back onto the straight-and-narrow; and now, with her own future as an architect slammed shut in her face, Tara felt like an outsider watching Chandler’s career explode as he created virtual worlds for purchase by anyone rich enough to own a simulation chamber.

But Tara still knew how to find Fizzwilly, and he had gotten the splitter for her. No questions asked.

Right now, Chandler needed her. She plugged the second cable into the splitter.

With a sigh, she felt herself being dragged down, vanishing with a virtual echo into a whirlpool where Chandler was working. She would join him in his mind, in his imaginary universe.

***
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In Chandler’s world the rain fell, the flowers bloomed, and exotic birds preened their iridescent plumage.

There, and yet not there, Tara’s ghost image stared at his Eden. Sapphire-winged butterflies danced above brilliant orchids. The trees seemed ready to collapse from the weight of foliage so bright and rich it looked lacquered. Droplets of dew sparkled in the sunlight that penetrated the canopy. The sounds of insects and birds and unseen small animals rustling through the underbrush made the silence deeper. Everything seemed perfect, a paradise.

Tara felt like an intruder.

Chandler’s image stood staring up a tall tree, fingering a thick, ropy vine. He appeared to be deep in thought, perplexed.

“So ... when exactly is the deadline?” she asked, hoping not to startle him too much.

Chandler whirled, dissolving into static at the edges, then snapping back to focus. “Tara! What are you doing here? How—?”

She pressed her lips together as she worked up her nerve. Chandler had always called that her most endearing expression.

“A splitter. Don’t ask where I got it. I just thought you needed a fresh point of view.” She looked away, then crossed her arms over her small breasts. “Let me help, Chandler. I want to do work that means something again!”

Chandler stood frozen in his rain forest, as if trying to put together pieces of an invisible puzzle. “But splitters—”

“They’re perfectly safe,” she said, tossing her black hair over her shoulder in an impatient gesture. “Let’s not go on about it, okay? When is your deadline?”

Chandler took a moment to collect his thoughts. Always before, he had created his own work, done his best job, and then looked for a company to purchase his virtual environment for their holo chambers. But this time he had taken an assignment, following a client’s guidelines rather than his own imagination. Constrained and worried about producing to someone else’s specifications, he had stalled.

“The office complex already has the holo rec room constructed for their execs. Occupancy in less than three weeks. If I’m going to make a reputation—”

“Keep your reputation,” Tara said.

“—as a reliable professional instead of a flaky VR artiste,” he waggled his fingers, “I’ve got to deliver as promised. But I want it to be spectacular, not just serviceable. This could be my big break.”

Her ghost went to stand next to his, looking at the details of the thick rain forest. “Then let me help you,” she said again. “I might be able to offer a few suggestions. I can take some of the burden.” She raised her eyebrows. “Why don’t you show me around?”

Chandler gave her the full virtual tour. He started talking about his work, gradually opening up as he pointed at tall weeds, birds, colorful beetles, exotic fungi. She ducked as a bright red macaw swooped low overhead.

“It’s good—I can’t deny that,” he said. “But it’s missing something, and I can’t figure it. More birds? Different flowers? Right now it’s pretty high on the ‘So What?’ factor. I even tried putting traces of a big fire in the distance to evoke a sense of impending loss and suspense, but you can’t see the smoke unless you go up to canopy level, and that’s an advanced option.”

With his fingertip he selected a cluster of white starlike flowers and moved them to a different location near a weathered old rock. “I’ve got all the details right, accurate down to the individual leaves. And I’m planning to add the other sensory modules: a light warm breeze, dampness in the air, various scents. It’s correct by every measure I can make—but something indefinable just doesn’t work.”

Tara chose her words carefully, speaking one step behind the thoughts forming in her head. “Let me check out my first impression. The part that makes the Eden myth so poignant is not the paradise itself, but paradise lost.” Her image gestured at the jungle. “This is too perfect. It needs ... pathos.”

She reached up to call down the virtual image palette, linking to her old archaeology databases, and selected a few images to place in the midst of Chandler’s jungle. The old boulder transformed into a moss-covered idol, worn half-smooth by centuries of wind and rain.

“Step back,” she said, and they zoomed out to observe a larger part of the rain forest. Crumbling ziggurats appeared, tall Mayan pyramids hulking in the jungle, the Temple of the Jaguar, remnants of Tiahuanaco. Vines covered immense carved blocks of dark-gray lava stone while animals and birds nested in the cracks. She included no people, only the mysterious relics of a lost and fallen society.

“The mighty have fallen,” she said. “Nature conquers all with the passage of time. Think of that poem ‘Ozymandias’—nothing left of the great conqueror except for a weathered old statue in the middle of the desert. It’s a sense of loss that tugs at your heart strings.” She stopped speaking, self-conscious, turning to look at him. “So what do you think? Are you mad at me?”

“No, I’m not mad.” His face beamed, no longer a reflection of inexorable middle age, but a return to the boyish exuberance that had drawn her to him a few years ago. “You found the missing ingredient.”

Standing together atop an ancient temple, their ghost images looked out across the lush rainforest.

***
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With the success of Chandler’s ‘Lost Rainforest’ virtual ecosystem, clients offered him bigger commissions. Tara watched his confidence building, but he kept searching for the best follow-up assignment.

Chandler had always been driven, focused on his creations to the exclusion of the rest of the world, including her. Though they had been dating while she was messing around with Fizzwilly and friends in the network, Chandler had remained oblivious to her other activities, accepting her as just another student. After her troubles with the other hackers, he had been an anchor for her, staying by her. He had refused to let Tara give up in despair at the loss of her degree.

For two years Chandler kept telling her that she would work her way up in an architectural firm, that her talent would open doors for her even with the stain on her record. For him, she tolerated an uninteresting job as an underling for a large firm designing nuevo deco special-interest malls, though it had no future she could see.

But she wanted more, a task she could buy into with the same enthusiasm that came so naturally to Chandler. She wanted to share his passion, to sweat blood and enjoy it....

Tara spent the morning jacked in, walking through 3-D wireframe displays of design modifications before submitting them to the review board. Dull work. While waiting for Chandler to come home from his luncheon meeting, Tara had cracked open the sliding balcony door, and a breeze drifted in, curling the vertical blinds. 

She disconnected when Chandler came home, draping both wrists over his shoulders and tilting her face up to kiss him. She tasted curry and onions, spicy Indian food. A good sign, she thought; the Bengal Dawn cafe was expensive, not a restaurant chosen casually by disinterested clients.

Tara could tell by the excitement on his face that he had already made up his mind.

“It’s the Grand Canyon,” Chandler blurted. “They want me to recreate the Grand Canyon in ‘all its grandeur.’ Not the real canyon, but an idealized and enhanced version, the way it should be. All the strata, all the terrain. And it’s big, very big. Not just a slice of rainforest.”

Tara tried to share his excitement but did not quite understand. “How can you improve on the Grand Canyon?” she asked. “Isn’t the real thing spectacular enough?”

He shook his head, slipped his net-access plaque onto the synthetic marble countertop so he could gesture with his hands. “If they wanted the real thing, they could just set up some beam-splitters and a hologram generator and be done with it. They could even massage out the rimside resorts and the roads and the tourists to make it look pristine.

“They want me to use the real canyon as a foundation, but pump up the grandeur, make it so even the stodgiest urban cynic will gasp in awe at Nature’s majesty. It’s been six years since I hiked down into the canyon, and my own memories are rose-tinted with time. That’s the way I want to portray it.”

Chandler held out his hand, tentatively withdrew it in hesitation, then squeezed her own. “Hey, would it be all right if you helped me again? From Day One this time. We can brainstorm with the splitter ... you can help me shape the project before I blunder down blind alleys.”

Tara felt as if she had been blindsided, but she leaped at the chance. “Sounds better than checking design mods. But I’ve never been to the Grand Canyon. Is that going to be a problem?”

“I have,” he said, shaking his head, and gestured to the den, where the splitter hid behind the wall socket. “And I’ll share all the images with you. I can do a direct feed.”

Tara grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the workroom before he could change his mind. “Okay, Chandler, take me to the Grand Canyon.”

In the den workroom, they both affixed cables to their sockets, joined by the splitter. Tara leaned back, closing her dark eyes and letting a numbing swirl of images flood across to her: stark corkscrewing mesas sliced out by erosion, scrub brush, incredible sunsets like pastel fingerpaintings across a huge sky, roiling clumps of thunderheads, close-up strata in ocher and tan and green-gray and vermillion, the muddy violence of the Colorado River, and finally a crisp night full of stars—like the universe crammed into the narrow alley of sky visible up through the canyon’s towering walls.

Her mind simply received the data; over the next day or so she would assimilate it, sort it out, and make sense of Chandler’s memories.

“There,” he said, disconnecting. “You know everything you need to see about the Grand Canyon.”

She sighed and smiled and blinked her eyes as the brilliant images continued to whirl across her forebrain. “It’s almost like I went with you.”

***

[image: ]


That night as she dreamed, Tara’s mind continued to shuffle the memories, unlocking more than Chandler had intended. She heard the crunch of leather hiking boots on the sun-baked trail, felt sweat prickle on her/his hairy arms, saw another woman close by, smiling and panting, sharing swigs from a lukewarm canteen as they paused under a shaded overhang, sleeping naked on top of their zipped-together sleeping bag, making love under the narrow alley of night sky framed by the canyon’s towering walls....

Tara sat up abruptly, clammy sweat filming her skin. Beside her Chandler slept wound in a single sheet, the blanket tossed aside. “You went with Celine!” she said.

He jerked awake, blinking his eyes rapidly to focus. He scratched the jack socket at the back of his head. “What?” he said, rubbed his eyes, and looked at her. “What did you say?”

“You went with Celine to the Grand Canyon,” Tara repeated. “I dreamed it. It must have been tagged to the memories you shared with me. I got the whole experience, not just the edited version you handed over.”

Chandler’s expression rippled with concern, but not about the same thing. “There must have been some backwash in the transfer. Maybe the splitter—”

“You slept with her!” Tara said, startling herself with her anger. “You told me you were just friends, that she was an ‘old college acquaintance’ of yours. We’ve had her over for dinner half a dozen times and you never told me you two were screwing each other!”

Chandler kneaded a lump of the sheets, as if afraid to touch her. “Celine and I are just friends. We were only lovers for a week, during that trip, and it didn’t work out between us. That was a year before you and I started seeing each other. What does it matter now?”

Tara kept her voice low. “It wouldn’t matter, if you had told me. The fact that you kept it a secret means a hell of a lot.”

He blinked at her in the wash of street light filtering through the blinds. His face passed through a sequence of emotions from confusion to stunned anger that reminded her uncomfortably of how he had looked when she had been charged with altering her Virtual University files. “I’m not the only one who’s ever kept secrets,” he said.

Tara looked away, stung. “Touché.” Chandler squeezed her shoulder, and she was torn between the desire to mollify him and the desire to knock his hand away.

Tara sighed and tried to find words for her emotions. “All right, Chandler. So we’ve peeked at each other’s skeletons in the closet. We’re even. But no more secrets, okay? We’re married. We exchanged vows, combined our lives, promised to share everything. I don’t like secrets. I want to be part of what you’re doing.”

He climbed out of bed, standing naked in the dim yellowish reflection. “Okay, mea culpa. No more secrets. We share and share alike. Genuine partners, collaborators.” With slow, smooth motions, Chandler eased the straps of the sweat-soaked teddy off her shoulders and slid it down her body.

When they made love, tentatively at first, salving the sore spots between them, all Tara could think about was the splitter in the other room ... and how it would feel to share bodies while sharing the same mind.

***
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Chandler licensed “The Grandest Canyon” to more than a dozen office complexes. His hazel eyes gleamed as he swept Tara toward the door of their apartment. “Kimba’s Steak House tonight,” he said, “for a celebration.”

For the past two years, they had made a habit of feasting on rich red meat once a month, whether they could afford it or not. Tara enjoyed their special meals, the evenings away from his work, though sometimes their budget had allowed them only a small filet to divide between them. Splitting a steak with Chandler was doubly difficult, since he insisted on eating his meat bloody rare, and she preferred hers medium well; as a result, they settled for medium, leaving neither particularly satisfied.

But tonight they were celebrating, and they would each have the meal of their choice. Tara sucked on a cholesterol-suppressant lozenge and handed one to Chandler as they boarded the transit tube and rode to the steak house.

Chandler talked with her about possibilities as he strode along the sidewalk to Kimba’s. He gestured with his hands, walking straighter, more confidently. Tara thought of him slumped in his maroon chair not so long ago, jacked-in and blocked for ideas—she liked the change in him.

They passed through the artificial bamboo gates of Kimba’s, next to the stuffed white lion mascot. The receptionist keyed up their reservations and led them to a narrow booth in the back near one of the shimmering fake fireplaces, under the stuffed head of an artificial ibex. Gaudy Zulu shields and long spears hung on the walls, and a soundtrack of throbbing drums and squawking birds came from microspeakers buried in the potted plants.
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