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Editorial

			Jennifer Lyn Parsons

		

		
			Jennifer Lyn Parsons is a writer and software engineer. When not writing code or prose, she is also the publisher and editor-in-chief of Luna Station Quarterly. She finds joy in baseball, tea, comics books, discovering music new and old, and making analog things.

		

		
			It’s tricky living in two worlds at the same time. There’s one part of me that works a day job and has to sit with the fact that AI has taken over my industry. I’m not in a position where I can ignore it or pretend it’s not having an impact or costing many many people their livelihood. While I’m fortunate to not be in a situation where I’m forced to use it, it’s not something I can ignore on a day-to-day basis. The impact is inescapable.

			Of course all of that flies directly in the face of Luna Station and our mission to open doors for new and emerging writers. We have been many people’s first publication credit. I don’t take that lightly. It’s one of the joys of being in this role and running Luna Station: I get to show you all the work of people you may not have read before or people you couldn’t have read before. 

			We’ve received a number of AI-generated stories in our submissions. I’m pleased to say that, unless someone has done a really good job of hiding it, none of them have slipped through the cracks and into the issues. In fact the AI writing is poor enough that those stories are generally pretty easy to pick up on and don’t make it past the first round. I don’t know how long that will last. 

			While the AI is getting better at what it does in many ways, particularly with audio and video, I have to tell you, as someone who has been neck-deep in it for over a year, that the quality of the writing has not really improved. It’s still trained on the same materials and is building on that training and I just haven’t seen any big leaps forward in prose quality. It has patterns that seem to be really hard to get it to break out of and that’s a good thing for those of us who invest time and energy into human-written prose. 

			So wordsmithing feels safer than I thought it would at this point in time when I was looking at this stuff last year. It’s very encouraging actually. However our companions on this creative journey, the visual artists who grace the Luna Station covers, I am genuinely concerned for. 

			The problem is two-fold: The first one is pretty obvious. AI can generate some pretty impressive artwork. It’s being created on the backs of all of the artists whose work has been scraped and ingested into training data. That’s a fact. In the hands of some artists, some interesting work has been produced, making it all the more tempting for folks to generate whatever artwork they’re looking for. It’s a whole lot easier to write a prompt and get back a polished piece of art, as long as you’re not too picky about the details or accuracy. I would hope that at this point everything I just said there is obvious to those of you reading this. 

			There is a second challenge that AI presents and it’s one of the reasons why the cover for this issue looks the way it does. Artists can no longer trust their inboxes. To some degree none of us can trust our inboxes. This is hampering both their businesses and our ability to support them in their work. 

			For some personal experience, I put my most recent book out in December. A week later I received an email that was thousands of words long, offering to promote my book for me and telling me how special my book was and that it deserved to be read. This means that my work was purchased by someone, fed into an AI, and the details of that book were then used to send me a personalized marketing spam. 

			I’m guessing that artists are receiving very similar marketing spam. I say “I’m guessing” because none of the emails I’ve sent to artists to offer a licensing agreement for their work has gotten any response. I am out here trying very hard to contact artists whose work I admire and who have work available for licensing and we can’t seem to get connected 

			A year and a half ago this was a little challenging but not a problem. As the deadlines for this issue approached, I ran out of time. No one had responded to my queries and so I had a choice. It would be easy now to fill our cover with a gorgeous piece of artwork generated by AI and personalized to the themes of this issue, based on the stories that were written. There’s no fucking way I’m going to do that. 

			So instead, Creative Director Tara Lindsey and I sat down and made a choice. The cover that you see contains her words, our shared statement on the situation. I am using the lack of cover art for this issue to draw attention to the challenges being faced by artists and creatives. The AI may or may not eat its own tail. The slop may eventually become boring. But regardless, the aftermath of this upheaval is going to be a long, challenging recovery. 

			So what do we do? We support in whatever way we can. For now, I want you to go to our artist gallery on our website and click on something that grabs your attention. Go visit that artist’s website. Go support them on social media. Go buy their prints, bookmarks, and stickers. Go support the humans. 

			And when you’re done, come back and read the stories in this issue. There’s a lot of humans in here and even the things that don’t seem human hold their own humanity. And it’s all written by humans, for humans. 

			Fuck AI.

		

		

			
Backwash

		

		
			Rowan Tate

		

		
			Rowan Tate is a Romanian creative (poet, essayist, visual artist, songwriter). She reads nonfiction nature books, the backs of shampoo bottles, and sometimes minds.

		

		
			There’s rot in the tide again. Belly-slick and jelly-veined, the sea coughs up another child: half sponge, half girl, she fits in my palm like a mango. I rinse her in brine, then bury her under eelgrass. One foot in the water. One foot in the wound.

			The gulls are watching. They’ve grown fat on grief, the tiny bones of our hope. They scream like midwives, circle each birth with an appetite. What we have to make a life from was never ours: driftwood, flint, rope braided by other hands, hunger, salt-bitter lullabies, the shape of our faces and our daughter’s faces.

			The sea giveth and the sea taketh away. It does not answer prayers; it only receives them. It keeps no ledger. It remembers with its mouth.

			God bless the mothers who lay their lifeblood at its lip for its tongues to taste and return—porous, pulsing—at sunbreak to what the tide has chosen.

			I offered nine. Nine times I broke open, nine prayers made flesh. Only one was left to me, salt-eyed and rasping like wind through reeds.

			My blistered fingers gutting fish and stirring batter, boiling bones for broth as she snaps sardine spines between her front teeth and names the sponges. She sings to them and they listen. I find it hard to believe I was a room she lived in, once. Eight mouths I never fed.

			Under the slow-blinked sun and its sweat, she bathes the dead fish in the tidal pool and tells them stories like instructions: how to float, how to sting, how to survive what’s coming. Scales undazzled, she stacks them in size-order: smallest to most sorrowful. Calls the largest one Mother, the softest Mercy, the one with a hole in its center Me. Feel the hole, mama. How many fingers you can fit in it. It doesn’t have a color, even in the light.

			The sea is pregnant with my sisters, she says. They swim upside down in the dark, learning to breathe without lungs, growing teeth where their hearts should be. She says they’ll come soon. Not as babies. But as something else.

			The cove hums, low and wet, life in thrum like a drumskin.

			While she sleeps, she calls my name like it’s an island, rehearsing. She dreams with her mouth scabbed open. Her breath curls damp toward the fishhook moon like webbed steam from broth.

			Pit in my womb, I do not stir the stew, I do not salt the sea. I leave her like a knife in a drawer and enter barefoot into the black fat of the ocean’s flesh. Jellyfish roots, bead-bloated kelp. The amniotic fluid parts around my knees like an old wound, a sticky split.

			In the standing sea, all white shoulders and open throat, I see them: bone-stitched, salt-rinsed, eyes full of somewhere I’ve never been—not daughters. Not dead. But something vast, and waking.

			All my children, my body still prepares for them. Tomorrow morning I will wake swollen with nothing, milk with no mouth. I carry them as misremembered weight, hips widening for ghosts, sleep breaking open at hours no child needs me. My scars rise and recede with the weather, thin white borders something once crossed. At night they will itch like salt in old cuts, the sea coming back through me, measuring what it took, what it forgot to finish.

			I stand in the shallows until the cold reaches bone. My breasts ache at her touch. The milk darkens the water briefly, then thins, then is gone.

		

		

			
Two Nights at the Doll House

		

		
			Maggie Slater

		

		
			Maggie Slater’s (she/her) fiction has appeared in Apex Magazine, Science Fiction World, and Redivider, among other venues. When not writing, she enjoys Haruki Murakami novels, sampling craft beer, and hoarding cheap notebooks. For more information about her and her current projects, visit her blog at maggieslater.com or find her on Instagram: @maggiedot_writes

		

		
			The rental is known as The Doll House. While you were pregnant, you thought it’d be cute to babymoon there, surrounded by pudgy baby bodies made of paper, tape, and wire. They’re everywhere in the house, clustered in the corners, napping on the bookshelves, peering at you from the windowsills. You didn’t realize they’d have no faces.

			This is not how your babymoon was supposed to be. 

			***

			Adam said he couldn’t go on a vacation to celebrate a baby who never came, who was barely two pink lines on a pregnancy test. 

			“We should just start trying again,” he says, carrying Evie from the car, sound asleep in his arms. She looks just like she did as an infant, drunk on milk, lips slightly parted, face relaxed. The hollow is in your chest, not in your womb. It should be in your womb, shouldn’t it? 

			You can’t put a voice to the hollow, but you know its presence means you should absolutely not be pregnant now. At night, when Adam snores softly, you lay awake mentally prodding the hollow, trying to work out what it’s trying to tell you. But it’s all emotion, no words.

			***

			You count one hundred and forty-two dolls in your bedroom suite, and another seventeen in the master bathroom, their big baby heads bowed, their stubby baby arms in front of their non-existent faces, as if to give you privacy. 

			The doll-making kit sits in a pink lace box at the foot of the bed. The xeroxed instructions say that every guest who has ever stayed at The Doll House has made one. There are over two thousand spread all over the grounds and inside the house. 

			Faded diagrams show you how to bend the wire frame, how to pad it with newspaper crumples, how to bind it—layer by layer, like a mummy—with masking tape, so that it becomes whole. 

			Be careful with the wire, the instructions say. The ends are sharp.

			You decide not to make one.

			***

			Originally, you’d wanted four kids under four, because it seemed logical to get the diapers and potty-training and difficult ages all done with in one go. It made sense for siblings to be near in age, to be able to form friendships with each other, to play age-appropriate games together. You thought two boys and two girls would be perfect. 

			Five years later, you have only Evie, and she’ll be six in June. Her baby fat has melted away, leaving her long and lanky. Her hipbones leave bruises on your thighs when she wriggles onto your lap. She’s too heavy for you to carry anymore. She doesn’t need you to lay in bed with her at night, creeping out only after she’s shuddered into deep sleep. 

			When you found out you were pregnant last July, you thought you were ready. Adam was thrilled, certain that it’d be another girl, because it turns out he’s a girl-dad at heart. He’s the one who suggested the babymoon: a weekend getaway for the two of you at seven months. Evie could stay with her grandparents. 

			Three days after you booked the room, it was over. Just seven weeks. Adam was so compassionate, looking after you, letting you rest, giving you space. But you didn’t need it. You accepted his sympathy, but you weren’t grieving like he was. You should have been. But you felt nothing. 

			No, not nothing. Relief.

			That was worse.

			***

			The surrounding gardens are almost naked at this time of year, the leaves merely promised: tiny fists of wood on the ends of the flushed branches. You finger them and recall the feeling of ripening, of pushing life from your body. Do they feel tight and tender?

			There are tape babies in the boughs overhead, swinging on tiny stick swings, peeking out from birdhouses and hollow stumps. You’ve stopped counting. There are too many. Their heads are always turned toward you, like the eyes of portraits, no matter where you walk, no matter where you stand. It doesn’t make sense. It makes you tremble like you’ve had too much coffee.

			Amidst the leaf litter, wet and moldering, you find spears of early daffodils, so green they hurt to look at. So green they make you hungry. You wonder what they taste like and imagine the fleshy stalks exploding with crunchy moisture and bitterness as you grind them between your teeth.

			The first signs of new life are all around you. You sit on the wet granite bench, the cold soaking through your jeans. The hollow wedges itself in the base of your throat. You poke at it, in the little depression above your clavicle, trying to work it back down.

			There’s a tape baby by your foot, near the leg of the bench. You hadn’t seen it before. Its stubby arms stretch toward you, head tilted back. You remember that posture, when Evie was six months old, not yet crawling, eager to be lifted, carried, bounced on one hip. Your right elbow aches with a phantom memory of tendonitis.

			You hurry back inside.

			***

			“Are you having a good time?” Adam asks on the phone when you call him that night, curled up in the bed’s pink quilt. A wall of pillows presses up against your back. The lace box lurks on the coffee table across the room.

			“It’s okay. A little weird, actually. I don’t think you’d like it.”

			He laughs softly, because Evie is already asleep, and pauses. You can almost hear him weighing his next words. “Have you given it any thought?”

			It. You have. You haven’t stopped thinking about it for the past seven months. The tape babies shift, poking each other, tussling. One topples off the back of the loveseat and flails on the ground, helpless.

			You scramble off the bed and pick it up, perching it on a bare patch of bookshelf. It immediately starts climbing the hardcovers, trying to touch the tape babies on the shelf above it. You catch it when it falls and place it on the windowsill. It immediately snuggles in with the others there, little arms embracing. The hollow warms in your throat. 

			“Paige?” His voice is wary. He’s afraid of pushing you.

			“I’ll know by the end of the weekend.” You hope it’s true. Maybe the deadline will help. 

			You say your goodnights, I love yous, and hang up. The room has gone dark in the span of your conversation, so you turn on a bedside lamp and take the box onto your lap. You review the instructions carefully.

			***

			The tape baby you make is too small to be a real baby, but its proportions are perfect. You wrap it up in a pillowcase and cradle it in the crook of your arm, humming softly. You rock side to side, a muscle memory intended to soothe. It soothes you, too. You tickle its chin, and it wriggles with delight. 

			You feel a quickening in your womb, a readying. Your body is prepared, whether you are or not. You remember Evie’s little feet pounding you from the inside, her dance parties at night just after you laid down. You remember how she blinked slowly at you in the delivery room, eyelids swollen in an adorable scowl, uncertain about this bright, cold, new place, but sure about you, because her cries faded as you spoke to her, as she listened to your heartbeat and recognized it. 

			The hollow expands to your chest, to your ribs, to your entire abdomen. Hunger, you realize, but not quite hunger: a wire frame of desire, cushioned with need, wrapped around and around with anxiety. 

			The first time you were pregnant, you had nothing to lose. Your own life, yes, but that felt small compared to Evie. But this time, it’s Evie who will suffer if you don’t survive. That feels big. That’s the hollow you’ve been unable to pin down. The risk is great, and the reward?

			The tape baby’s chest rises and falls, sleeping. You kiss its forehead and feel it squirm, just like a real baby. Your arms don’t want to put it down. You settle back, cradling it against you. 

			Throughout the room, from the bathroom, from the halls and gardens, the other tape babies clamber from their perches and up onto your bed, placing your creation onto your belly, padding it with paper, binding you together with tape, until your belly swells to the size it should have been by now. Then they snuggle in around you, drawing up the quilts to their chubby chins. Their fabricated bodies are warm and soft, and you drift to sleep, smiling at the tapping movement within you.

		

		

			
Cat Steps

		

		
			River West

		

		
			River West is a wandering writer and parent who currently lives in Kathmandu. Her work has appeared in Daily Science Fiction, Hearth Stories, and elsewhere.

		

		
			It was too much trouble, having daughters. The old woman had seven and she’d had them forever, it seemed — like her, they never seemed to get any older. They quarrelled, and slammed doors, brought young men to the house calling, took up all the space round the fire with their gangling legs and elbows and littered the parlour with schoolbooks and scraps of lace and silk thread. 

			She was old, older every year though the lines on her face never deepened, and a great many things that had been distinct and vital to her, once, had faded. She remembered a baby, asleep on her shoulder in the quiet of a winter midnight, the running-falling first steps of an infant in the green grass behind the house, her own pride in a head of glossy dark curls, and in a song sung clear and high in a child’s voice.

			These things no longer seemed as important as quiet, and warmth, and order in her house. 

			In the narrow valleys of the northwestern country there are places in the land capable of tricks, especially in the thick forests that cover the hillsides. There is Horsefall Road where the carters will not go, Killbride Hill where husbands have been known to take their wives walking, and return alone. Everybody knows of one or two but the old woman, having been once a witch, knew of more than most. 

			The girls went round to school every day — witches’ daughters must have their schooling though they go on to marry only groomsmen and labourers — by the stony road that wound down from the shelf under the hilltop, where their cottage stood, to the village in the valley bottom. Every day for half the year they went away in the chill of the morning and came back at teatime. In spring and early summer they straggled in and collapsed into chairs demanding water. In winter, ah how they would complain then, of frost and chilblains, snow and rain, though she gave them good winter coats and gloves. They would ask their mother why she didn’t use her magic to find them an easier way home, for they all knew she had magic though she pretended she did not.

			“Anna has blisters,” her eldest daughter told her. “And Bramble might marry the carter’s son, but you keep her too thin. And June’s too tired to eat her supper.”

			The old woman blinked. This girl, this one, was the trouble of all of them put together, to her. She was bold. Janet, her name was, the first one — the first set of pearly fingernails in dimpled hands, the first child to dance on the kitchen flags to her mother’s singing. 

			“Which one is Bramble?” she asked. There was a brown-haired one with a forward stare who looked like a Bramble, but she couldn’t be sure.

			Janet sighed, as heavy a sigh as only a young woman can sigh.

			“You know very well, Mother,” she said, for they never would believe she could forget them. “Why must we live up here in the snowtops, why? If we moved to the village —”

			The old woman stopped listening. Instead she rocked her chair, folded her mittened hands in her lap and watched her daughter through half-closed eyes. This one had a long fall of chestnut hair and a complexion like vanilla-flowers — the witch’s daughters wore their hair loose and their skirts flowing and no-one in the village dared accost them or call them names, at least to their faces. She watched Janet, pulling off her berry-coloured mittens, chafing her hands and complaining bitterly, but still so beautiful that a terrible pride bloomed in the old woman’s chest and she shrank from it as if from a sudden light. 

			They were all beautiful. Fine girls with level gazes who carried themselves not with the delicate finespun grace of a lady’s daughter but the strong and easy grace of a crow gliding down, a cat leaping. Healthier, too, than the steward’s daughters or the priest’s — they flourished, however she starved them and froze them, they stayed sleek and plump like cats. Like cats.

			“You’re right, my dear,” she said, and Janet stopped mid-sentence, and blinked.

			“About what?” she said.

			The old woman smiled.

			“We will never move away from here,” she said. “But I can find you a new way home.”

			***

			She cleared steps for them that cut straight up the hillside. They were old steps, treacherous, slanted and slippery, forgotten for generations, but it would take half the time to climb them that it did to go round by the road. Seldom, very seldom, did she go beyond the garden gate now, and her task took her all day. Once these pathways all around the valley had been much frequented. She remembered climbing these steps, holding her own mother’s hand, long ago when they had a different name — back when the ruined farmhouses had been new, and dozens of families had lived on the tops. Hundreds of years ago.

			Back aching, eyes smarting, she pulled away weeds and brambles, kicked clumps of moss into the undergrowth, swept the steps clean, and, at the bottom, she tied to the post of the ruined gate seven sugar-cakes wrapped in white paper and tied with red ribbon. She was careful, very careful, not to step off the last step into the road; she leaned down and held onto a branch for balance. With just enough time to spare she inched her way back up the steps. At the top she uncovered the signpost that had been hidden by tree branches for long years. Glen Road, it said, by Cat Steps. 

			Names had power. She had taught her girls that. They never listened to her. 

			***

			No girls came home that night. Instead, as the last of the precious seconds before four o’clock ticked by, the door, which she had left ajar despite the grey chill, swung open. In came a beautiful glossy tortoiseshell cat with great green eyes that it fixed on the old woman: a gaze that might have been accusing or frightened or just wild. It mewed, and jumped up onto a chair. Then in came a tabby, a black with white socks, a marmalade, a blue so fluffy and sweet that she had to hold out her arms, and it jumped into them. Another black with eyes as blue as the heart of a child’s marble, and then a Siamese, skinny and aloof. 

			“Rowan?” she said to it, and it switched its tail. Then it jumped up onto the mantelpiece and walked the length, knocking off carvings and china and the old carriage-clock. The other cats froze, but when the old woman did nothing they circled the room and found new warm places — the seats of chairs, the backs, the hearth-rug. Even the Siamese deigned to curl up in the open linen-chest. The silence, after the crash of glass and china, was deeper and richer. The carriage-clock, though it lay face down on the floor, went on ticking. The old woman stood up and shuffled toward the kitchen. 

			“It’s no good sulking with me, my girls,” she said. She took milk from the pantry and laid seven saucers down on the floor. The cats jumped up as one and ran after her, purring, all grudges forgotten. 

			They slept in perches around the house that night. The next day she ushered them down the road to the top of the steps and shooed them down. Their little feet made a field of light prints in the snow. 

			“Scat,” she said, and kicked up snow at them. They hissed and fled. The last one to go, the tortoiseshell, paused for an instant with one paw raised, to look at her with reproachful eyes. The old woman shrugged.

			“You took up too much room at the fire,” she said, “and you made too much noise.”

			The tortoiseshell let out a long mewl like the cry of a baby, like an attempt at words. The old woman started forward as if to chase and the cat darted down the steps.

			***

			One day, just before four, she went to the steps to see them return. It was a thaw day, white and dripping. She settled herself, a mass of wool and flannel and skirts, on a tree stump, and waited. Within a few minutes they came — their voices first, bickering and calling, and then the sight of them, seven coats in russet and forest and plum, hair in black and chestnut and deadleaf, seven pale faces. June throwing an apple to Bramble, Nora and Janet arm-in-arm. Slowly they came at first, up the steps, and then it began to draw on them, her magic, and the snowtops, too, sang to their blood and reminded them what they were, and they came faster and faster, running, leaping at deadly speed between stone and stone of the broken steps, hair flying, dresses flying, eyes wide and transfixed, until they burst out of the trees onto the road in a flurry of colour, tortoiseshell, tabby, black, black, marmalade, tawny, grey. 
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You know this. But if we had done
so, it would have gone against
everything that LSQ stands for. We
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things for other humans and we
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