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From
 the E

ditor
Dear Reader,

It’s almost been a year since starting Port Iris Magazine, and I hope you enjoy this issue 
at least as much as the others from 2010. I’ve enjoyed making them, including all the highs 
and lows. Unfortunately, one of  those lows resulted in us effectively missing an entire issue 
release. We are back on track now and have learned from the experience.

Despite the new trimmed down appearance, including the indefinite hiatus of  ConFlux, 
the overall plan is for growth. To help usher in this expansion, the Port Iris Magazine staff  
has grown too. I’d like you to help me welcome our new assistant editor, Sarah Hendrix. 
Sarah is a writer of  speculative fiction and has acted in a variety of  positions within the 
publication industry. In addition to her work here, Sarah is a slush reader for Dagan Books 
and works for Apex Books as eBook assistant and head of  their street team, The Buzz. She 
has already proven herself  to be an asset here, and we’re happy to have her on board.

Be sure to be looking out for other changes coming soon this year, including a new 
website and the release of  Port Iris Magazine in multiple eBook formats.

Without further ado, please enjoy.

       Best regards,

       Casey Seda, Editor

Ill
us

tr
at

or
s Andrew Mar

Andrew Mar describes himself  
as having a symbiotic relationship 
with art. In 2010, he joined several 
fellow artists to produce an art book, 
Chromagination, available through the 

Alternative Press Expo.  His art can be 
found at his blog site:

http://andrewmar.blogspot.com/.
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The Purple Pendant
 by Shelly Lee

“It was the evils of  the Internet. When Grandma 

Abigail had been alive, she used to tell me the Internet, 

with its flashy pages, lies masquerading as neighborly 

advice, was untrustworthy work. And if  I didn’t know 

better, I would have agreed with her.

But I did know better. The mass distribution of  

magic didn’t arise from the Internet. It started with 

me, as it would end, with me.

“Lend your talent to our project, Percy,” said 

Dr. Chowdhry, the lead scientist of  Project MGC at 

Bio-E. It was an international research company of  

unconventional sciences. “We need to gain a better 

understanding of  the special conditions that allow for 

telekinesis.”

Representatives from the company had taken 

note of  me five years ago, when I saved a boy from a 

river... without jumping in. When interviewed by the 

newspapers, I simply said that I had in fact pulled the 

boy up to shore using rope instead of  grasping onto 

the air, as witnesses claimed to see.

Apparently, Bio-E knew better.

Now, telekinesis ran in my family since the times 

of  Queen Victoria, before the journey across the 

Atlantic Ocean, and then north to resettle in the heart 

of  Toronto. Back in England, magic-wielders like my 

Great-Great—better add another “Great” at the end 

for good measure—Grandfather were always in high 

demand.

Magicians. Sorcerers. They could effortlessly 

Shelly has published multiple short stories 
in venues such as Nature, Cosmos Online, Daily 
Science Fiction and more. Her fiction appears 
in 10 languages in 13 countries. She recently 
sold her novel of YA Fantasy, The Royal Hunter, 
to Philomel Books. Visit her website at shelly-li.
com.

construct castles in a matter of  hours, extinguish a 

village fire in minutes. Magicians were respected, and 

in some cases, feared. And because they were so sought 

after, my ancestors got rich off  the queen’s rewards of  

money and jewels.

However, one would be surprised at a magician’s 

expenses. Self-control did not run in my family, and by 

the time my mother was born, there was not a bag of  

gold left in the house.

Even now for me, money was tight, for society 

didn’t call people like me a wizard. No, they’ve got 

another word: loon.

I was Percy the Loony Magician. It was an easy 

living, but I never had the talent to make it to Vegas. 

People kept telling me that I had no charisma, no 

acting skill.

Instead, I traveled from birthday party to birthday 

party, making children’s eyes widen with real magic 

that I promised to their parents were fake.

The bills were piling.

So when Dr. Chowdhry followed up with, “Bio-E 

will make it worth your while,” I really couldn’t find an 

acceptable reason to refuse her. I took a look around 

my apartment and surveying the coffee table that 

sagged under the weight of  trinkets for fake magic 

tricks, the wallpaper that peeled off  the tops of  the 

walls, and the stains on the carpet that had not had a 

clean wash since perhaps before I was born. My living 

conditions could use an upgrade.

Little did I know that, in a matter of  six months, 

the privately funded Project MGC would find, at the 

subatomic level, the physical properties that broke a 

human being’s aura and allowed for the existence of  

magic. Bio-E’s report kept calling it an emanation field, 

and every time I called it an “aura,” they would correct 

me. At first I fought against it, but slowly, I began to 

realize it was useless to argue with them. Whatever an 

emanation field was, so be it.
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But let’s not start there. Instead let’s start with 

the conversation between Dr. Chowdhry and me, 

a week before Bio-E was to release the White Paper 

announcing Project MGC’s success. Nothing specific, 

just a technical outline describing the six-month journey 

that led to “The Science of  Magic,” an article to be 

printed with me as its prime example of  magicians in 

society today.

Sitting on the floor of  my cramped apartment 

on the 27th floor, I looked out at the surrounding 

skyscrapers, keeling as darkening clouds consumed 

them like a black blanket. I didn’t need the jolts in my 

fingertips to tell me that a nasty storm was brewing in 

Toronto. I didn’t mind, either. Sky-splitting lightning, 

roars of  thunder through the steady pitter-patter 

of  rain hitting the window… I could sleep through 

anything.

As I waited on hold for Dr. Chowdhry to come 

to the phone, I put on a pot of  tea. The teapot sat on 

the stove, though it was not needed to heat the pot. I 

waved my hand and imagined the teapot full of  water, 

and the next second, water sloshed inside the metal 

pot.

I imagined the water boiling, and moments later, I 

could hear the simmering of  heated water.

Before I could transport the tea leaves, the phone, 

floating in the air not two or three inches from my ear, 

emitted a sound of  a squeaking chair.

“Percy, good afternoon.” Chowdhry’s voice pulled 

me back to the present. I never ceased to find her 

Indian accent strangely alluring, like a soft foil over 

every word. “Sorry to keep you waiting—I was just 

speaking with Dr. Ogden about a small revision to the 

White Paper.”

I heard the muffled sound of  shuffling papers. 

“Don’t worry about the White Paper. Bio-E will not 

publish the secrets of  acquiring telekinesis, but merely 

the scientific side of  our research. We have more sense 

than that.”

I nodded and reflexively reached up to touch the 

purple pendant hung around my neck. The amethyst, 

framed in a silver band, looked alive as the particles 

shifted inside. As it sat in my hand, it looked almost 

like a human eye. Grandma Abigail had given it to me 

before she died, along with a story of  one time, when 

on accident she had almost cracked the pendant and 

erased magic from this world forever. Giving me this 

pendant, she told me it signified my duty to protect 

this gift from reaching the wrong hands. “In the wrong 

hands,” she used to say, “the power of  magic was God’s 

most evil weapon.”

The pendant was the solution should magic ever 

grow out of  the control of  its masters. When broken, 

would destroy every glimmer of  living magic. My 

ancestors created it as a backup plan, just in case, 

though never intending to use it.

After a few seconds, I heard Chowdhry take a 

breath. “You must feel some, for lack of  a better word, 

completeness in some way, yes?” she said. “You’re 

thirty-five. I imagine it must have been confusing for 

you all these years, having these amazing powers and 

not knowing what they were composed of, how they 

were created. You can actually see the system beneath 

the skin, working to manipulate objects around you.”

For a moment I frowned, as I could hear the triumph 

in her voice. Although Chowdhry’s personality was 

mild, sometimes her tone reminded me that she was 

still a scientist. Scientist-types, they think everything 

can be explained. Everything is a variable waiting to be 

plugged into the right equation, and that equation will 

spit out the answer.

“Just because you can’t see something,” I said at 

last, “doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist, affecting your 

life in ways you cannot even begin to comprehend. I 

feel as complete an identity now as I did when I joined 

Project MGC.”

Chowdhry did not reply immediately, and so 

I continued. “This emanation field that you say 

surrounds humans, I already knew all that. Except 

when I was a child, my grandmother called it an aura. 

She said that an aura was like a bright light. Normal 

people are born with a glowing aura, and throughout 

their lives, they strive to preserve or enhance that aura, 

believing it to be symbolic of  happiness.”

At this, Chowdhry fell silent.

“But my grandmother told me that this was the 
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wrong kind of  thinking for magicians,” I said. “See, the 

glow of  the aura is actually a barrier, a filter between 

our perception of  reality and reality’s vast possibilities. 

And so, if  you simply dim your aura, then that line, the 

distance between you and everything that surrounds 

you… melds together. That’s exactly what your science 

proves, doesn’t it? Laws of  physics in comparison to 

my grandmother’s stories… aren’t they the same if  

they reach the same ends?”

After a few seconds, Chowdhry chuckled lightly. 

“Say what you want,” she said, her tone soft. “But I 

remain rooted in my own convictions.”

“If  having faith and loyalty in something that 

cannot be proved by science is ignorance, then so be 

it.” I smiled and touched the cold stone of  the pendant 

again, glad that she could not see me. I would have 

looked even more a fool. “I’m an ignorant fool.”

She seemed like she was about to say something, 

until a second voice bled through the telephone. It was 

a voice much younger, and much more urgent, than 

Chowdhry’s.

Percy caught the words “posted anonymously” 

and “less than five hours ago,” but he could not make 

out more than that.

A chilling silence cut through the conversation.

“Dr. Chowdhry?” Percy said. “Is everything 

alright?”

Chowdhry paused before saying, “You may want 

to get on the Internet and read a certain blog post.” 

Her voice shook, but before Percy could say anything 

more, the phone went dead.

June 12, 2020

Altering Yourself  for Magical Powers

You will never believe what my uncle told me. He works at 

the research company Bio-E and he said they were working on 

creating a special kind of  field where people can have magical 

powers like telekinesis. Get this: THEY SUCCEEDED. 

All u need to do to get magical powers…

I stopped reading there, knowing the process 

of  the schematic, and read the rest of  article on the 

anonymous blog post. Surely, this could easily be 

dismissed as hot air.

My heart dropped to find the response on the 

Internet to be completely chaotic. Even the Toronto 

Sun announced that it would do a piece about this 

phenomenon tomorrow.

Word of  mouth was even more powerful than 

magic, it seemed.

A shiver ran down my back at the thought. 

Grandma had warned me many times about this, that 

those who were not strong enough to harness magic 

would end up destroying themselves and those around 

them.

Again I touched the purple pendant hung around 

my neck, praying that I would not have to use it. The 

thought of  eradicating magic from the earth forever, 

from myself, rammed and twisted into my chest like a 

dull knife.

If  the information about magic went viral, I would 

have a decision ahead of  me.

Four days. It took all of  four days for nearly half  of  

the United States to obtain the powers of  telekinesis 

and use it to serve their own agendas. The lesser crimes 

included drawing fish out of  fishing lakes, “floating” 

items out of  stores. There were many more cases of  

lighting a neighbor’s garden on fire, stealing money 

from bank vaults, and telekinesis “battles”.

Occasionally, I would hear news reports of  mystery 

kidnappings, anywhere from one to one hundred 

people vanishing. Someone, somewhere, tried to make 

the entirety of  Israel disappear. However, only two-

thirds of  Tel Aviv sunk into the sea.

Magic makes one’s life convenient, true, but on a 

large scale, it is a constant danger.

The powers were untraceable, and therefore, it was 

impossible to punish the wielder.

And so, with the balance of  power upset, Bio-E 

soon had Interpol and other agencies knocking 

down its front door, demanding a solution to these 

monstrosities that Project MGC had unleashed.

A cold, clammy fist formed in the pit of  my 

stomach. I watched through the highlights of  the 

investigation on TV, listening to the words that the 

men in suits used: crimes against humanity; public 
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safety; terrorism.

“Bio-E is the source of  all this madness,” said the 

lead suit, when interviewed. “They must find a way to 

get rid of  this telekinesis, or else we will be forced to 

take firm actions in order to purge this evil from the 

earth. Many people will suffer because of  Interpol’s 

actions.”

The Interpol agents stayed for only a couple hours, 

merely to cement facts and confirm fears. Stamping out 

magic would not be possible, it seemed, not without 

iron repression on the governments’ part and rivers of  

blood on the people’s.

The entire time, the TV camera caught Chowdhry 

looking like a fish out of  water, living in a world full of  

air yet suffocating for oxygen nevertheless. For hours, 

press conference reporters asked her questions, asked 

her to explain how Project MGC came about and how 

the research was leaked to the public. It looked more 

like an interrogation to me.

But Chowdhry complied in a patient manner and 

seemed to answer all inquiries to their satisfaction.

And not once did she bring up my name.

She protected me. She must have seen, like I 

sensed, the film of  fear over the men’s eyes, the cold, 

hard tone that was one push from crumbling. She must 

have guessed, like I knew, the horrors that Interpol 

would do to me if  they found out that I was the source 

that had birthed all this chaos.

It wasn’t long before I received another call from 

Chowdhry.

“Can you stop this, Percy?” she said to me. “Be 

honest with me.”

The purple pendant suddenly felt heavy against my 

skin, crushingly so. “I’m not cut out to save the world, 

Dr. Chowdhry,” I said, fighting the urge to reach up 

and yank the pendant off  its chain.

“So you do know how toreverse this?”

“I can nullify everything that Project MGC has 

done,” I said, and then hesitated, “but at a great cost 

to myself.”

Chowdhry seemed not to hear the last part of  

my response. When she spoke, I could almost feel 

an invisible hand reaching out of  the telephone and 

squeezing me. “What must be done? Tell me, I’ll do 

anything.”

I did not answer, for there was nothing the brilliant 

scientist could do, other than beg me to give up my 

own powers in exchange for stability in the world.

But magic was a part of  me. It was the everlasting 

thread that connected me with my family, and it was 

not fair for anyone to ask me to let that go.

“Excuse me,” I finally said, getting up from my 

seat. “I need to sort this out on my own.”

And before Chowdhry’s could say anything in 

protest, I ended the phone call.

Although I could no longer hear Chowdhry’s voice, 

the looming choice continued to haunt me. I stared 

straight at the jungle green walls of  my house, newly 

painted, and the bookshelf  I had installed around my 

TV.

See, I’m not one of  those selfless men who can 

sacrifice himself  for the good of  humanity. Most 

people aren’t, in my opinion.

But as I watched the TV screen pan from one side 

of  an incinerated building to the other, seeing footage 

after footage of  violence and theft, I knew I couldn’t 

let this destruction ensue. I had a decision to make, 

and I had to make it now, before more people were 

hurt, before humanity was lost.

The thought was suffocating.

I turned my attention to the coffee table nearby. 

Out of  all the furniture in my house, the cracked and 

misshaped maple surface in the living area was the only 

facet of  the apartment I had not replaced. The table 

used to sit in a corner of  my grandmother’s house, 

containing in its drawers items similar to the pendant.

I scrambled to the coffee table, noticing tears 

falling from my eyes, blurring the world before me.

Never in my life would I have even thought about 

doing this.

With shaking hands, I pulled open the drawer. 

Inside, I found a small dagger and a rock, the size of  

my hand. On the rock’s smooth surface, a red symbol 

glowed at me under the dull wash of  yellow ceiling 

light.

Years ago, my ancestors had cast spells on the two 
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items before me, so that, if  the world ever flung itself  

into chaos over the discovery of  magic, a restoration 

ritual could be performed.

I reached up and unclasped the pendant from my 

neck, setting it on the table. The purple stone flashed 

and sparked at me, making my chest ache at the thought 

of  destroying it.

I wasn’t ready to make a choice like this. I couldn’t 

even make good attire choices.

Taking a deep breath, I reached for the knife. The 

black handle felt cold to my touch.

Without thinking any further, I placed the knife 

on the chain of  the pendant. Wherever I touched, 

the chain melted. Even as I ran the dull side of  the 

blade over the silver string, the chain disappeared at 

the knife’s slightest caress, until all that remained was 

the shimmering purple pendant.

My breathing became so heavy that my pounding 

heartbeat was all I could hear.

Letting go of  the dagger, I picked up the rock in 

the drawer. The weight surprised me, and I shifted it 

in my two hands to balance it. I could feel something 

inside, shifting and molding against my fingertips.

There was no going back now.

I swung, and with a loud crunch, the pendant 

shattered into pieces.

The cleanup began the day after, and there was 

much to be cleaned.

Sitting here for the first time in Dr. Chowdhry’s 

office and I watched people participate in repairing this 

building or replacing stolen items. I couldn’t help but 

feel an inner warmth that magic could never provide 

me. These were the same people who, just yesterday, 

were threatening to form coalitions and violently 

overthrow the government. Now yesterday, in today’s 

eyes, felt like a distant nightmare.

“It’s nice to finally meet you in person,” Chowdhry 

said from the doorway. After a pause, she followed up 

with, “How are you?”

I shrugged as she strode into the office and sat 

down at her desk. “I feel tired.”

Chowdhry smiled and set a small box in front of  

me. “I heard your interview on television. I brought 

something for you, in fact… police on the scene 

collected it, after you passed out.”

I opened the box and found the broken fragments 

of  Grandma Abigail’s pendant inside, along with the 

silver chain on which it had hung.

“Thank you for saving the world, Percy,” Dr. 

Chowdhry said. “Looks like you were cut out for this 

job after all.”

She crossed her arms and stared at me for what 

seemed like forever.

I looked down and started fidgeting with the still-

intact silver chain.

“I don’t think I could have done what you did,” 

she finally said to me. “Manipulation of  objects around 

you… it was your identity. And you gave it up, just like 

that, a selfless act to save humanity.”

“Well, selfless service sows the greatest rewards.”

“Did your grandmother tell you that as well?”

“No. Writing on a bathroom stall.”

Chowdhry let out a warm, relaxed chuckle that 

didn’t fit her serious nature, though it was welcome 

all the same. “So what are you going to do now?” she 

asked me.

I paused a moment, looking around her office at 

the Ph.D.’s that Chowdhry had gathered, the prestigious 

awards from unpronounceable organizations.

And then I focused back on Chowdhry. “I’m going 

home. I’ll get something to eat on the way, perhaps.”

Chowdhry nodded and stood up, sticking out her 

hand. “Best of  luck then.”

I frowned as I received the handshake. “Hey, you’ve 

got something in your ear,” I said, reaching toward her.

Brushing past her ear, my hand then retracted, and 

my fingers uncurled to let the silver chain in my fist slip 

out little by little. “Looks like you could use a shower 

as well.”

Her smile widened, and I dropped the chain onto 

her desk as I backed away.

When I reached the door, I turned around one last 

time. “It’s time to go back to my day job, and let things 

return to normal,” I said, “Powers or no powers, I’m 

still Percy the Loony Magician.”
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Leap Day
 by Milo James Fowler

Her zipper had gone as far as it cared to, and now 

it just wouldn’t budge. Joan hopped up and down on 

the balls of  her feet, jerking at her fly and grimacing. It 

would not beat her. Not this time.

The alarm clock started shrieking like a psychotic 

parrot. She grunted a curse and snatched a journal 

from the nightstand to send it hurtling across the 

cramped bedroom. The book’s binding struck the 

clock dead-center, and both went tumbling behind the 

dresser. After a demoralized clatter, the alarm finally 

fell silent.

“Gotcha,” she breathed.

She turned her full attention to the zipper. There 

were other jeans hanging in the closet, probably less 

frayed and faded; but these were her favorite (they 

made her rear end look almost perfect) and she was in 

no mood to give up today. She’d already lost too many 

past battles to this stubborn zipper.

A warble came from the nightstand, and she blew 

out a short sigh, snatched up her cell phone. Snapping 

it open, she tucked it between her ear and shoulder.

“Yeah?”

“Joan—”

“Who else?”

“Yeah.” Awkward silence. “It’s me.” Mateo, her 

manager at the Bean Bar.

“I’m not late.” Not yet.

“No, yeah I know.” He cleared his throat. “I just 

wanted to tell you—”

Milo is a junior high English teacher by 
day and a writer by night. His short fiction 
has recently appeared in Residential Aliens, 
A Fly in Amber, Everyday Weirdness, Every 
Day Fiction and 10Flash Quarterly, and more 
is forthcoming in The Red Penny Papers. Visit 
Milo’s website at milo-inmediasres.com for 
more updates.

The zipper decided to give an inch before coming 

to a complete stop. Yes! Finally some progress. “What 

was that?” She’d missed something.

“—a break-in. The place is a real mess. Coffee all 

over the floor, and the register’s empty.” He cleared his 

throat. “But-uh, the camera didn’t catch anything.”

His sigh rattled into Joan’s ear. Her fingers remained 

on the zipper, but the muscles in her forearm had 

relaxed. She stared at a bare patch of  carpet—a rare 

thing to find in this bedroom—and tried to understand 

what he was getting at.

“Okay?” The awkward silence continued.

“Was it on when you clocked out last night?”

She didn’t make a habit of  checking the security 

camera every night. That was his job. Was he accusing 

her of  leaving it off ? Wasn’t it bad enough that she had 

to pull two back-to-back shifts without him insulting 

her like this?

“Of  course.” She sucked in her belly and tugged 

now with both hands, knowing that if  there had been 

one less pint of  Häagen-Dazs in the fridge last week 

and another hour or two spent in the gym, she wouldn’t 

be in this situation.

Mateo signed off, his tone reflecting defeat. The 

owner would probably take the cost of  repairs out of  

his paycheck—which might very well end up trickling 

down to affect Joan.

She clapped the phone shut and tossed it onto 

the rumpled bed. She grunted, cursed, hopped up 

and down, fell backwards onto it and pulled until the 

tendons in her neck strained against her collar.

No use. Madame Zippaire was poised to claim 

another victory this morning, and Joan had to throw 

in the towel—again.

She tugged on her robe and stepped over a mound 

of  untended laundry, shuffling down the hallway into 

her kitchenette; she needed some coffee.

A knock came at the front door. Who would be 
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here this early? Her neighbors were strangers; when 

they did cross paths outside, barely a word passed 

between them.

Cinching her robe over the half-open fly of  her 

jeans, Joan peered through the peep hole.

Mateo stood out in the hall, his eyes darting around 

like he didn’t know where to look.

“What the—?” She slid aside the two deadbolts 

and jerked the door open. “How’d you get—what are 

you doing here?”

“Nice to see you, too.” He grinned, glancing down 

at her robe. “Did I wake you?”

“What? No. We just—” She turned back toward 

her bedroom, her phone. “You said there was a break-

in, and now you’re here.” Unless he knew how to 

teleport, it was not humanly possible to travel the six 

blocks from the Bean Bar to her apartment in anything 

under five minutes.

“A break-in? Where?” He frowned, puzzled.

“At the shop, just now.” In no mood for games, 

she glared at his blank look. “On the phone—you just 

freakin’ called me!”

“Sure it was me?”

She clenched her jaw and closed her eyes a 

moment. “Mat, I’m really not in the best mood, and I 

don’t know what you’re up to—”

“Breakfast.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets 

and shrugged. “Thought you might want to grab a 

bite. Hungry?”

She threw up her hands. “After what’s happened? 

Have you even called the police?”

“About what?”

“The damn break-in!”

She considered just slamming the door in his face 

and calling it a day. He could clean up the mess and 

deal with the cops on his own. He was a big boy. A 

disheveled, unshaven one but with shoulders broad 

enough to handle things. Had he been working out?

Then, she noticed the black ink snaking up the side 

of  his neck like wrought-iron curlicues.

“What?” He caught her staring.

“When did you get that?”

He scratched at it. “I don’t know. Months ago. You 

said you liked it.”

“You didn’t have it yesterday.”

His lips parted mutely. She squeezed her temples. 

Something was decidedly wrong here.

“Everything okay, Joan?” He reached for her 

shoulder.

She drew back. “You said there was a break-in at 

the Bean Bar. Just now on the phone.”

Comprehension flickered in his eyes, but it was 

short-lived—replaced by the wary look he always gave 

belligerent customers.

“Joan, that was over two years ago.”

She realized she was staring at him. She blinked, 

backed away. “Don’t go anywhere.”

He nodded, shuffling inside to collapse onto one 

of  her mismatched sofas.

“Make yourself  at home, why don’t you,” she 

muttered, a little startled. He’d never set foot in her 

place before, yet now he regarded her living room 

like he’d been here many times. He started thumbing 

through a home décor magazine—something she’d 

always planned on using for pointers when she finally 

fixed up this dump.

She gave the robe a quick, self-conscious tug and 

whirled to dash back to her bedroom. The phone was 

where she’d left it, and she redialed Mateo, expecting 

to hear his phone ring in the living room.

“Bean Bar—sorry, we’re closed today due to—uh, 

unforeseen circumstances.”

“Mateo?” she whispered in disbelief.

“Who—Joan, is that you?”

“It can’t be you. You’re here.” The words tumbled 

out before she’d had a chance to weigh their sanity.

“What?”

A sinkhole in her stomach yawned deep and wide 

as she glanced toward the living room, then turned 

back to face her bed. Her fingers trembled, pressing 

the phone to her ear. “You still there?” she breathed.

“What’s going on, Joan?”

“Don’t hang up. No matter what happens. Please.”

Silence. “Is something wrong?”

You could say that. Her reality was falling apart, by all 

indications. “Do you have a twin brother?”
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“Me? No. Sisters, four of  them. You know that.”

Sure she did. Stupid question.

“Joan, are you okay?” asked Mateo on the other 

end.

I don’t know. “What day is it?”

“What?”

“Humor me.”

“Well, it’s Friday—”

“Tell me the date. Month, day, year.” She hated 

how agitated she sounded, her emotions barely under 

control.

A long pause. “Joan, the place is a real mess here. I 

could use some help.”

Me too. “The date. Please.”

He sighed. “February twenty-ninth, 2008. Okay?”

She glanced at the screen on her phone, something 

she should have done in the first place to avoid this 

present awkwardness: 2-29-08. “Did you get a tattoo 

last night?”

He hesitated. “If  you’re speaking some kind of  

code, I’m not getting it.”

“Don’t hang up.” She dropped the phone into one 

of  her robe’s baggy pockets and went to the closet, 

mounting a pile of  laundry as she reached for the far 

corner. Her softball bat stood propped against the wall 

inside. She gripped it in one hand, then both; it felt 

natural, like an old friend. Her teammates’ signatures 

remained clear, scrawled with indelible ink along the 

grain.

“Hold on a second.” She slipped the bat under 

her robe and crossed her arms over it, keeping a firm 

hold and sucking down a quick breath.”Still there?” 

She tucked the phone against her shoulder and started 

down the short hallway into the living room.

“I wish you’d tell me what the hell is going on,” 

Mateo said on the other end.

“You wouldn’t believe it.” I’m not sure I even do.

“Try me.”

“You’ll hear everything.” Her bare feet left the 

hallway and came to her bookcase. She set down the 

phone next to framed photographs of  her and her dad, 

grinning on a sunny softball field.

“My stomach’s speaking its own language here. 

You want to eat sometime in the near future?” Mateo 

didn’t glance up from the magazine.

But it couldn’t be him. He was on the phone right 

now. This man here . . . was some kind of  bizarre 

imposter.

She swung the bat upward and planted her feet. 

“What’s your name?”

“What?” His eyes widened. “What the hell, Joan?” 

He dropped the magazine and raised empty hands.

“Tell me your name. And say it nice and loud so 

my friend on the phone can hear you.”

“I don’t understand this.”

“¿Cual es tu nombre?” she demanded, surprised 

by the steadiness of  her grip despite the wobble in her 

knees.

“You know my name.” He prepared to rise.

“Tell me now!”

He closed his eyes a moment. “Mateo Ignacio 

Rivera Gutierrez.”

“Did you hear that?” she shouted at the mantel. 

“Now the date.”

“Joan, please.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple 

bobbing. “Please put that down.”

“Tell me the date.”

“July fifth. All day long.”

She glanced at her phone. “You heard that?”

“Maybe you should put it on speaker,” the imposter 

suggested.

“And the year?”

The makings of  a grin tugged at the corner of  

his mouth. “Is this some kind of  game?” His hands 

drooped. “Or did those fireworks last night knock 

something loose—”

“No game. Tell me.” She took a step back and 

retrieved the phone, glanced at the screen. Her lips 

parted.

“2010,” he said.

The phone’s display agreed with him now. She 

pressed it against her cheek. “Mateo, are you still there? 

Hello?”

Silence. According to the call time, he had been on 

the line for only a minute. But that couldn’t be right. 

She’d been in here with this imposter for nearly that 
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long. And what about the date? Back in the bedroom, 

it had been 2008, but out here in the living room . . . it 

was over two years in the future.

She slipped the phone into her pocket. How is this 

possible? Her grasp on the bat started to waver.

“Joan.” Mateo leaned toward her. “I don’t know 

what’s going on, but I can see you’re upset.” He kept 

his tone calm. “Let me help you. Just tell me what’s 

going on and I—”

“Why are you here?” Her eyes stung without 

warning as her voice broke. She bit her lip hard to keep 

the tears at bay. “You never come over like this.”

“I thought you might like some breakfast—”

“You weren’t at the bar?”

“It’s a little early in the day for drinks.”

“The Bean Bar.”

He frowned at that, weighing his words. “Joan, that 

place has been kaput for months. You know that. We 

don’t work there anymore—”

“Get out.” She fought to keep the bat steady, ready 

to hit a home run. “Get out of  here.”

He blinked at her. “Okay.” He rose, hands at 

shoulder height. “You’re the boss. You want me to go, 

I’m gone.” He side-stepped around the table lamp and 

backed toward the door. “I just wish you’d let me help 

you.”

She pointed at the door. He had to leave—this 

weird version of  Mateo with piercings and tattoos 

the Mateo she knew would never have—and then 

everything would return to normal. She would go back 

to squeezing herself  into these jeans, and she’d make 

it to work just a minute shy of  her shift. It would be 

February 29th again, 2008, and Mateo would be there 

with a broom, cleaning up after the break-in.

He cleared his throat and lowered one arm toward 

the door. “All right if  I—?”

She nodded and her grip relaxed, enough to notice 

how slick with perspiration her hands had become.

“I’ll give you a call later. You know, just to see how 

you’re doing.” He turned the knob.

She shook her head.

He glanced past her. “Joan, if  there’s somebody 

here, you can tell me. I know what we have is kind of  

open-ended, and I wouldn’t hold anything against you. 

If  you need—”

“I need you to leave.” A hot tear trembled down 

her cheek. “Please. Just go.”

“Okay. You-uh, take care of  yourself.” He slipped 

outside.

She fell against the door and slapped the deadbolts 

into place. Her knees gave way, sliding to the carpet as 

tears flowed freely now, the bat dangling from fingers 

too limp to be of  any earthly good. It dropped to the 

carpet.

It couldn’t be real. Somehow, this was all some 

kind of  elaborate joke, and she was the butt of  it.

She cursed, rubbed her face against the soft lapels 

of  her robe, sniffed hard and blinked, staring across 

the room. I have to get to work. All of  this—whatever 

this was—could wait until later to be sorted out. She 

just couldn’t wrap her head around it right now. But if  

she got herself  dressed and over to the Bean Bar, her 

reality would reassert itself. Once she was back in the 

well-worn groove of  her daily routine, everything else 

would return to normal.

Glancing down at her jeans, she headed to the 

bedroom. She tugged them off  with a grunt and tossed 

them across the bed to land in a crumpled heap. Lie 

there in ruin, foul beast.

Her phone warbled. She nearly jumped.

MATEO, read the caller ID. 2-29-08. She glanced 

back at the living room as she pressed the phone to 

her ear.

“Joan?” came Mateo’s voice. “I lost you there, and 

you didn’t pick up when I—”

“I’m sorry.” I was in the future. The hallway opened 

before her. “I’m going to put you on speaker.”

“Is somebody there?”

You were. The phone bleeped as she switched 

settings. She fixed her eyes on the living room. “Keep 

talking.” She inched down the hall.

“What?”

“Talk to me. Recite a Spanish proverb or 

something.”

He sighed, rattling the receiver.

“Or hum.” Honestly, she had no idea what she was 
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doing here. But if  there was some kind of  time warp 

in this apartment, she had to know where it started. It 

couldn’t be 2008 in her bedroom and 2010 in her living 

room without some kind of  border zone in between, 

right? “You want me to hum?”

“Anything, just do it okay?”

He started humming “Ring of  Fire,” a self-

conscious, barely audible rendition. “Any reason why 

I’m doing this? There are people here, you know—”

Dead air. Right as she stepped out of  the hallway 

and into the living room. The screen read LOST 

CALL. The date: 7-5-2010.

A chill snaked down the nape of  her neck—and 

not because she wasn’t wearing pants. She backed up 

a step, crossed the threshold into the hallway, her eyes 

fixed on the screen.

“2-29-08.” She blew out a sigh.

So bizarre. Understatement of  the millennium.

She had to get out. Leaving this apartment 

in a permanent capacity would be a good idea—

eventually—if  there was some kind of  sci-fi temporal 

singularity thingy going on in here. But for now, she 

just needed to get to the Bean Bar and reestablish a 

tight hold on reality.

Can’t go that way. She stared at the front door. How 

far in the future would it be out there? Would she even 

be able to return to her own time? Her bat remained 

on the floor where she’d dropped it. She considered 

retrieving it, but decided it wouldn’t be worth the risk. 

She had to remain here in 2008, no matter what.

The fire escape, then. She tugged on a pair of  jeans 

with a more forgiving waistline and tucked the phone 

into her purse. As long as it read 2008, everything was 

golden. And if  it didn’t?

No good worrying about that now. Slipping on 

a pair of  sneakers, she reached for the windowsill 

beside the fire escape. Four years of  dust clung to the 

latch, but it released its grip with a little effort. The 

frame screeched like splintering wood as she heaved it 

upward; the screen popped outward easy enough, and 

she let it drop to the landing outside with a metallic 

thud.

Here goes nothing. Nearly folding herself  in two, she 

ducked out through the open window and felt the iron 

grate beneath her heels sway a little as she gave it her 

full weight. How long had it been since a fire inspector 

took a look at this place? She slammed the window 

shut hard enough for the flimsy latch to drop into 

place and reattached the screen.

Praying the fire escape would hold together long 

enough to reach the bottom, she clattered down six 

flights of  steel rungs until she reached the extension 

ladder hovering two yards above the asphalt alley 

below. She would have to jump.

She checked her phone: still 2008. Hopefully, the 

time warp she’d left upstairs wouldn’t follow her.

They don’t do that—do they? She had no idea. She’d 

never been much of  a Trekkie.

With a groan, she hit the pavement and rolled to 

one side, remembering as much as she could of  that 

self-defense class her dad had insisted she take last 

summer.

She took off  running, crossing the first intersection 

against the traffic light and pulling her purse in, 

glancing both ways to find the streets nearly empty 

and looking up at the sky to find it as thick and gray as 

oatmeal, bordered by the towering skyscrapers. Instead 

of  brightening with the swell of  morning light, it was 

beginning to darken, as if  time had decided to reverse 

course.

Now, as she arrived at the glass storefront of  

the Bean Bar, the sky was pitch black, like it had 

suddenly become that unearthly hour close to three in 

the morning. She stood before her own dumbstruck 

reflection in the glass with an amber streetlamp glowing 

from the corner behind her. Catching her breath, she 

whirled around and stared at the starlit canopy above 

and the vacant sidewalks all about. Nobody was out 

here this time of  day—night—whatever; no one but 

the street people and the addicts. Not the kind of  

company she usually kept.

Her phone’s screen told her it was still 2008, but a 

good three hours earlier than it had been when she’d 

left her apartment. This can’t be happening. She glanced 

at her phone, waited, watched as a minute advanced. 

Okay, so time was progressing normally again, but 
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when might it decide to make another jump, either 

forward or back?

Standing there all alone wasn’t the best idea—

exposed, vulnerable, surrounded by dark buildings 

that loomed above her cold with indifference. A car 

sporting a faulty muffler chugged by and made a 

U-turn, slowing as it approached. She didn’t glance 

over her shoulder as she fumbled with her keys to 

unlock the door; she didn’t have to. The bald muscle-

man in a sleeveless shirt leaned out of  the car’s open 

window, his reflection beside her own.

“Hey, chica,” he leered.

Her frame tensed. She struggled to turn the 

stubborn lock, something she’d done many times 

before without difficulty.

“Hey. I’m talking to you.” The car stopped, motor 

running. “Look at me. Show me that pretty face of  

yours.” The car door squealed on its hinges and heavy 

boots stomped out.

She pulled open the glass door and lunged inside, 

tugging it behind her—but a strong hand clamped 

down on her arm and the muzzle of  a semi-automatic 

pistol stared at her nose. Her knees jittered.

“You’re gonna let me inside,” he said, tattooed 

knuckles bracing the door.

She could do little more than stare back at him. 

There were only two men, this one with the gun and the 

other one behind the wheel. But that was no comfort.

“Okay?” He jammed the gun muzzle against her 

forehead and cocked the hammer with a resounding 

clink.

“Okay,” she managed.

“Bueno.” He grinned. “Give me your phone.”

“What?”

He grabbed her purse, yanked it free from her 

shoulder. But he didn’t bother reaching inside. Propping 

the door open with his right boot, he glanced upward 

at the dark interior of  the coffee shop.

“You got cameras?” He didn’t get an answer fast 

enough to his liking, so he punched her in the stomach. 

She doubled over with a short whimper and staggered 

back, feeling like her bowels had been dislodged. He 

followed her inside, leaving the glass door to clang shut 

behind him. “Security cameras, yeah?”

“Yes.” She grimaced.

“Turn them off.”

“I-I don’t know how.”

He chuckled. “You turn off  them cameras, I won’t 

hurt you.” He spread his legs, his broad, muscular 

form backlit by the streetlamp outside. “Okay chica?”

She nodded in his shadow.

“Now.”

She turned, blinked into the darkness, and started 

navigating a familiar course to the back storage room.

“No funny business!” he hissed.

So far, there was nothing funny about time travel; 

it was a real bitch.

It was my fault, she mused as she shut down the 

power to the security feed. Mateo had said it hadn’t 

caught the break-in. There was only one camera 

focused on the cash register. If  the owner had been 

wise enough to install a second, it might have already 

caught Joan’s scuffle with Mr. Muscles out front.

Her hand lingered on the power switch.

“Good girl,” Muscles called from near the 

storefront.

She bit her lip. He must have seen the camera’s red 

pinpoint dim and go out. A stupid feature.

“Now get your skinny ass out here and open this 

register. I don’t got all night.”

What time is it now? It was too dark to see the wall 

clock.

“What are you doing?” He stomped toward the 

storage room.

Could she change the past? Switch the camera back 

on and hide out in here? Mateo and the cops would 

then have footage of  the burglary—

“What are you doing?” he growled. “Maybe I’m 

gonna have to hurt you after all, mess you up good!”

She switched the camera on and pulled the door 

shut, fumbling for the lock. Only there wasn’t one. No 

lock on a storage room? What was the owner thinking?

“You think I’m playing? Is that it?”

He kicked a chair across the café, and she cringed, 

clinging to the knob with both hands—a futile effort.

“I ain’t playing!”
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She blinked in the dark. Would he start shooting 

next? How thick was this door? “Okay.” She released 

the knob and nudged it open.

“Smart.” His boots clomped straight for her as she 

emerged. “Now turn that damn camera off!”

Not going to happen.

She turned back to the storage room, her hand 

finding the back of  a chair at a table nearby. Then she 

reeled to face him, swinging the chair like she was at the 

state championship all over again. It crashed against his 

wrist and sent the gun skittering across the floor. He 

cursed in surprise, grabbing for her, but she’d already 

made a dash for the counter and thrown herself  over.

“You want to play?” He dove after her, crashing 

into canisters of  coffee and sending them shattering to 

the floor, spilling beans in every direction. “Let’s play, 

chica!”

She kicked his hands away, ducking low to avoid 

the camera’s eye as she charged for the storefront end 

of  the bar. But his strong fingers sank into her hips 

and drove her to the floor. He straddled her, squeezing 

her between his legs as he rested a hand on the back 

of  her head.

“This how you want to play?” Stubble scraped her 

earlobe, his breath hot in her ear. She strained against 

him, but it was no use; he was too heavy. He grabbed 

a fistful of  her hair and yanked her head back. “Open 

the register. Now.”

“It’s—” She couldn’t reach her front pocket.

He dug his fingers in roughly and tugged out her 

ring of  work keys, releasing her hair. Bad idea. She 

plowed her head into his groin and he staggered back 

with a short cry as she took off  running, snatching up 

her purse from where he’d left it, slipping out the door 

and leaving it to clang shut behind her. She sprinted 

past the car at the curb, ignoring the driver’s shouts, 

and zigzagged wildly down side streets to avoid pursuit.

Winded, she came to the front gate of  her apartment 

building and fumbled for her home keys. Glancing over 

her shoulder—no sign of  the thugs—she let herself  in 

and locked the gate behind her, scaling the stairwell to 

her unit. She checked her phone: 4:11AM, February 

29th, 2008. So far so good, but too soon to breathe 

easy. There was still her living room to contend with.

She unlocked the door and held out her phone. 

The screen still read 2008. And the bat she’d dropped 

on the floor earlier was nowhere to be seen.

So weird.

Phone in hand, she stepped inside, locking the 

door behind her. She passed through the living room, 

the kitchenette, the hallway, and into her bedroom, 

then back, retracing her steps, her gaze never leaving 

the screen.

2008 was here to stay.

Men’s voices echoed from the front of  the shop as 

Joan slipped inside the Bean Bar from the back alley. 

Mateo, standing in an apron with a broom held mid-

sweep, glanced her way. The cash register hung open 

and empty, and a cop was taking photos. Coffee beans 

lay scattered all over the floor like wall-to-wall carpet; 

canisters lay in pieces.

“You got here fast. Sneaked in the back?”

She nodded and blew out a short sigh. “Late night.”

The second cop held up a VHS tape. To Mateo, he 

said, “We’ll take a look and let you know what we find. 

The tech-heads should be able to clear up anything 

fuzzy.” He turned to leave.

Joan cleared her throat. “Uh-Officer?”

He faced her. “Ma’am?”

She didn’t know where to begin. “I’m on that 

tape,” she blurted.

Mateo nearly dropped the broom as he stepped 

toward her. “Joan? What—?”

“I was here during the robbery.” That was true—

now. “I-uh left something and had to come back for it 

and—there were two men—”

“Dios mio,” Mateo whispered, placing a hand on 

Joan’s shoulder, his brow wrinkled with concern.

“These men, would you be able to identify them 

in a lineup?” The cop spoke like he thought he was on 

TV, his chin jutting upward and spine erect.

She nodded. “I think so.”

He nodded curtly, jotting down her statement.”We’ll 

be in touch.” He strode away.

Joan glanced up at the wall clock: 8:30 AM. “So, 
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Jennifer Two

For twenty years I had no one to talk to except the 

computer, and the robots, and myself. The computer 

had no personality, the robots were mindless little 

drones, and I wasn’t much of  a conversationalist.

Then she showed up.

I must have been asleep when it happened—the 

sky never got lighter or darker here, just the same 

starlit twilight, so I’d taken to going to bed and waking 

up when I felt like it.

the camera was on last night, I take it?”

Mateo looked her in the eye. “I’m glad you’re all 

right.”

“Me too,” she agreed. What he didn’t know 

wouldn’t hurt him. And what she knew defied all 

rational explanations.

He sighed. “Well, let’s get this place back in shape.”

He handed off  his broom, and an hour or so later 

they had most of  the Bean Bar looking good as new. 

She worried a moment about what the cops would see 

on that tape. Would she appear to be an accomplice in 

the robbery? Doubtful. The thug had a gun. But more 

to the point, would she return to that moment in time?

She’d managed to change the past: unlike before, 

the camera was on, and it had recorded everything. 

Would the time warp leave her alone now? Is that how 

it worked—some kind of  temporal karmic debt thing? 

That made sense.

No. None of  this made any sense.

She glanced at her phone: 9:35AM, February 29th, 

2008. The here and now. She hoped it would stay that 

way. Tomorrow would be March 1st, and the next day, 

the 2nd.

She’d had more than enough of  February 29th 

already.

The Bean Bar eventually went out of  business, 

and she and Mateo started working at the same mega-

coffee chain with two shops on every street in America. 

Mateo got a couple piercings and a tattoo just for the 

heck of  it. She didn’t mind. Her shock at seeing them 

for the first time had already worn off  by then.

On a warm Monday morning in July 2010, Mateo 

arrived at her door, as expected.

“You hungry?” He winked.

She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and 

glanced over her shoulder. Her bedroom was a mess 

as per usual, but one pair of  jeans in there made her 

rear end look almost perfect.

“Give me a second.” She gestured toward one 

of  the mismatched sofas in the living room. “Make 

yourself  at home, Mat.”

He frowned, reaching to pick up something from 

the carpet. Her softball bat. She’d been wondering 

when it might make a reappearance.

“I’ll take that,” she said with a sly smile.

Eyes resolute, she trotted down the hallway, 

prepared for just about anything.
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I didn’t feel like waking up only four hours after 

telling the computer to darken the windows and dim 

the lights. I needed a good nine hours of  sleep to be 

functional these days. But I felt her, and she jolted me 

out of  a dream that melted away instantly.

“Computer, interrogative: who’s there?”

The androgynous voice, which had resisted two 

decades of  me trying to reprogram it into something 

a little more pleasant, said, “there is another human 

present on the island.”

I practically jumped out of  bed and pulled on 

yesterday’s clothes; they were still in a heap on the floor. 

The computer lit the way for me as I pelted through 

the house, snatched up my handheld, and left the 

small, domed building behind. I turned to the port—

the only entrance to the island, so it only made sense 

that, whoever the human was, she had to be there.

“Computer,” I said as I slowed to a lope—I wasn’t 

as young as I’d been when Michael dumped me here, 

and try as I might to stay in shape, two blocks at a flat-

out run was about my limit, “interrogative: who’s the 

human?”

“The human is a female, twenty-four standard 

years of  age,” it said through my handheld. “She is 

in excellent physical health. No other information is 

available.”

“Wonderful.”

“Null input.”

I heard a lot of  that. I hadn’t at first, but I’d stopped 

caring about the proper way to talk to computers. I had 

been a doctor once, but now I was just a lonely, middle-

aged woman, living in what amounted to solitary 

confinement on an abandoned, man-made island city.

I rounded the last corner and nearly ran the woman 

down. As it was, I had to jump to the side, catching 

myself  a good scrape along my left hand as I dragged 

it on the plascrete wall in an attempt to slow down.

“Where exactly am I?” Her voice was suspicious. 

Familiar, too. “And who the hell are you?”

I took a good look at her. She was my height, 

slender, with dark hair in what they used to call a 

pageboy. But it was the eyes that caught me.

“Who are you?” she said again.

I tried to shake some of  the pain out of  my hand. 

“My name,” I said, “is Jennifer.”

Now she looked critically. I watched as she 

measured me, bright blue eyes flicking up and down. 

“My name’s Jennifer Davalos,” she said, even more 

suspicious now. “Where the hell am I?”

Even under normal circumstances I didn’t care for 

the deserted streets. “Come with me. We can talk at 

my house.”

She didn’t follow, and when I didn’t hear her shoes 

on the plascrete pavement, I turned back. “What is it?”

“Your scar.” She’d gone pale. “The one on your 

left arm.”

It had happened so long ago I’d nearly forgotten it; 

fifteen years old, low-gravity fencing, a high arc jump, 

but my opponent was too fast and her sword had 

whipped along the back of  my left arm. If  I’d worn a 

jacket or even a longer shirt, Jennifer would never have 

seen it. The new Jennifer, that is. The other Jennifer.

The other Jennifer who was showing me the back 

of  her left arm.

The other Jennifer who had an identical scar.

The other Jennifer who was me.

Jennie Four

            Jennifer—Jennifer Two, we’d decided after 

a couple of  days—had been the first to join me, but 

she wasn’t the last. There were ten of  us now—five 

Jennifers, one Jenn, and four Jennies, the most recent 

of  whom showed up just yesterday. Jennifer Two and 

I had had the place to ourselves for two years before 

Jennifer Three; the first two Jennies arrived only six 

months after Jennifer Three, and within days of  each 

other.

By now we’d figured out what was happening.

The story was the same for Jennie Four as it had 

been for Jenn One three weeks previously: her husband 

had gotten upset about something and stormed off  

to his lab. Jennie, or Jenn, or Jennifer; whoever it was 

went to sleep alone and angry in her bed on the science 

station that hung in orbit, but woke up on the plascrete 

ground at the port.

Days on Ongkanon VI were thirty standard hours 
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long. Once there were five of  us, we started sleeping 

in shifts, trying to catch the next arrival and figure 

out exactly how we’d gotten here, but it was as if  our 

brains just stopped. Well, everyone’s except mine. I was 

always well and truly asleep when one of  them arrived.

And Jennie Four arrived furious, snarling, pacing 

my living room, glaring at the four of  us—myself, 

Jennifer Two, Jenn One, and Jennie One; as the first 

of  each name, we decided it made sense for one of  

each to be here, and Jennifer Two I insisted upon 

including because she’d been my first companion. 

“That ungrateful bastard!”

“I know,” said Jenn One. “We all know.”

“How did... what did he do? How come... I mean...” 

She stared at us, getting a good look for the first time, 

and had to sit down. But she was back on her feet again 

in an instant. “You... and you, and you, you’re...” She 

took a deep breath. “You’re me!”

“Not exactly,” I said. “Yes, we’re all Jennifer 

Davalos, and if  you ask the computer in the medical 

center to scan us, our DNA will be the same, but we’re 

not the same person. Not anymore.”

“And why are you so much older?” she asked, just 

as suspicious as Jennifer Two had been.

I shrugged. “I think we’re clones. That is, you’re 

clones of  me. I was the first Jennifer Davalos. From 

what we can tell, you’re the tenth.”

She sniffed. “I go by Jennie,” she said. “Michael 

hated it, but he had this look in his eye that made me 

want to fight him on it.”

“You’re one of  mine, then,” said Jennie One. She’d 

let her hair grow out; my hair—our hair, I supposed—

tended to get wavy if  I let it go without a cut for too 

long.

“What do you mean, one of  yours?”

Jennie One got to her feet. “I’m Jennie. The first 

Jennie, that is.”

Jennie Four gave her the same once-over every 

new arrival had given those of  us already here, all the 

way back to Jennifer Two. “What if  I want to be in her 

group?” she asked, pointing to Jenn One.

“It’s not like that,” I said. “We just thought it would 

be easier—”

“The hell with that. I’m not going to be a part of  

this!”

The four of  us let her storm out. Jennie One gave 

me an apologetic look. “Was I really that bad?”

“You got over it.”

Jenn Two

            Jennifer Two was shaking my shoulder. 

“Wake up, One,” she was saying softly. It had been our 

little joke for our three years alone together—I was 

One, she was Two. Now that there were twenty-one 

of  us, the humor was gone, but old habits died hard. 

“Come on, One. You have to get up!”

I blinked sleep out of  my eyes. “What is it?”

“It’s Jenn Two. She’s here!”

Now I was awake. For the past six years, there’d 

only been one Jenn—we were up to twelve Jennifers 

and seven Jennies, but only one Jenn, and Jenn One 

had been wondering when there would be another of  

her.

I got dressed and followed Two—still slender as 

the day she’d arrived, still with the same pageboy-cut 

dark hair, still sticking with me even though I was 

twenty years older than her and looked it—out to the 

street. We met up with Jennie One and rounded the 

corner to the port, moving quickly.

My hand went to my mouth and I distinctly heard 

myself  gasp. Jenn One had been on greeter duty for 

the week, even though no one new had arrived for 

four standard months. Now Jenn One had a black eye, 

nearly swollen shut, and was bleeding from her mouth. 

Jenn Two had her in a choke hold, and when she saw 

the three of  us, she tightened her arm. “What the hell 

is this?” she screamed. “Where am I?”

I was frozen. Powerless. I hadn’t seen violence like 

this since...

...oh. Of  course. Since Jenn One. But Jennie One 

had knocked her on her ass with one good roundhouse 

kick—most of  the Jennies were athletic, and Jennie 

One in particular; she ran the exercise classes we all 

forced ourselves to attend. When Jenn One had come 

to in the medical center—restrained at first—we’d 

made her see reason.
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But that had been years ago. Jenn One had calmed 

down, channeled her anger, and was the source of  

most of  the new artwork in the house I shared with 

Two. I hoped that Jenn Two would someday find a 

healthy outlet.

First, though, we had to keep her from hurting 

Jenn One anymore.

“Jenn,” Two said, stepping forward, “please. Let 

her go.”

“No!” As Two got closer, Jenn Two backed up 

until her shoulders were against the port itself. I could 

see Jenn One’s face getting redder, but she trusted us. 

She trusted us to save her.

“Jenn, please,” Two repeated. “You’re hurting her!”

“Who is she?” Jenn Two’s eyes darted around, and 

when she saw the rest of  the Jennies moving to flank 

her position, she yanked Jenn One’s arm up and behind 

her back. Jenn One couldn’t stop the cry of  pain.

“Put her down, Jenn,” Two said. “Put her down 

and we’ll talk. We’ll explain everything, I promise, but 

stop hurting her.”

“Explain now!” Jenn Two twisted and Jenn One 

howled.

And that was that. The Jennies moved in and, 

although I saw Jenn One’s face go white as Jenn Two 

dislocated her shoulder, that was the worst of  it. Jennie 

Six pressed an injector to Jenn Two’s neck and she 

went limp.

Jennie Four and Jennie Seven carried the mercifully-

unconscious body of  Jenn One to the medical center, 

and Jennifer Nine set her shoulder and fixed her eye. 

Jennifer Four restrained Jenn Two, but Jennie Two and 

Four remained on either side of  the newcomer’s bed.

I nodded—as the first and oldest, I was the 

unspoken leader, though we didn’t need much leading, 

when it came right down to it—and Jennifer Four 

brought Jenn Two around.

When Jenn Two saw all of  us glaring down at her, 

she stopped struggling. It was Jennie One who did the 

talking.

And Jenn Two, just like with her predecessor, 

listened.

Jennifer Sixteen

            We learned from Jenn Two. Seven more Jenns 

showed up over the next year, along with four Jennifers 

and an eighth Jennie. Four Jennies were always called in 

when someone new arrived, and although Two nearly 

got her leg broken when Jenn Five came to the island, 

for the most part things were uneventful.

What worried Two and the other Ones was the 

frequency they were arriving. Michael seemed to be 

more and more touchy; Jennifer Sixteen was in tears 

as she sat on my couch, Two’s arm over her shoulders. 

“It was horrible!” she said, wiping her eyes with a piece 

of  tissue. “Ever since we arrived, Michael’s been on 

edge. It’s like his experiments are all going wrong and 

he can’t figure it out and he t-takes it... he...”

She broke down and Two cradled her in her arms. 

Jennie inclined her head toward the kitchen doorway; 

Two nodded, and the other two Ones and I left the 

living room. I told the computer to close the kitchen 

door; I don’t think Jennifer Sixteen noticed.

“It’s getting worse,” Jennie said. She was the 

decision maker among the four of  us these days. 

“Remember what Jenn Eight told us.”

I nodded, more to myself  than to the others. 

Michael had backhanded her in a fit of  frustration; 

she’d hit him back, and that had been the end of  her. 

That had been three weeks ago, and Jennifer Three 

was still counseling her, trying to convince her that it 

wasn’t her fault.

“So what do we do?” asked Jenn.

“We can’t leave,” Jennie said. “We’ve tried. All of  

us—the Jennies—and I know both of  you have had 

your people try too.”

“What about the port?” I asked. “Can we break 

through?”

“To what?” Jennie asked, almost snarling, though 

she shook her head and murmured an apology a second 

later. I could see this was bothering her more than any 

of  us. “There’s nothing out there but argon air and 

acid seas. We’re only here because Michael thinks he 

can remake this hellhole into something more people 

can live on.”

“It’s been almost ten years. There’s thirty-three 



Port Iris Magazine20

of  us now.” Jenn drummed her fingers on my kitchen 

island; I noticed that she was painting her nails pale-

pink again, and letting them grow long enough to click 

on the decorative blue-and-white tiles. “We create.” She 

obviously meant herself  and the other Jenns. “Maybe 

we can create something to get us back to Michael.”

“But to where, exactly?” I hated being the devil’s 

advocate, but someone had to be, and Jennie had 

that gleam in her eye that said she was about to start 

organizing things. “It’s a huge planet. This was the only 

settlement. We can cross the sea, find another landmass, 

but what would be the point? We know Michael’s still 

in orbit.” His work was done from a geosynchronous 

satellite, and each time a new arrival showed up, she 

confirmed that he was still up there. “Can you build a 

liftship?” I asked, and Jenn shook her head.

“We can’t just sit here and let him keep making 

more of  us!” Jennie’s fingers were on the edge of  the 

island, gripping tightly, the skin almost white at the 

tips. “We have to do something!”

The kitchen door opened. Two stood behind 

Jennifer Sixteen, whose eyes were swollen and red, 

nose still running a bit. “I’m ready,” she said, her voice 

hoarse and thick. “I think.”

I was closest. I opened my arms and let Jennifer 

Sixteen hug me. I kissed her forehead and smiled. 

“Welcome to the island.”

She smiled back, ever so slightly. It was enough, 

for now.

Jennie Ten

Another twelve showed up in what was, I realized 

one day, my thirtieth year of  exile. They all came within 

days—a week at the outside between each—until 

forty-five of  us populated the small island settlement. 

There was plenty of  room, enough houses for each 

of  us to have our own, even though the Jennies had 

commandeered one large home and lived together in 

it. There were nine of  them now, plus fourteen Jenns 

and twenty-two Jennifers—I found it helped if  I didn’t 

think of  them as me.

None of  the Jenns could come up with anything on 

the island—or create anything in the fabricator—that 

we could use to build a liftship. The Jennies wanted 

to find a way to take over the liftship that brought the 

others to us, but we had no idea why everyone just 

shut down when it arrived.

Then Jennie Ten came.

I went to visit her in the medical center. Jennifers 

Three and Nine were standing near her, monitoring her 

brain; Jenn One was sitting at her bedside, holding her 

hand, explaining where she was and what was going 

on. She told Jennie Ten she’d be right back and, while 

Jennifer Three took over hand-holding duty, Jenn and 

I went to the small office Jennifer Nine had been using 

since she’d taken over as head of  the medical center. I 

took the guest chair; Jenn hitched her hip up onto the 

desk. “She’s a blank,” she told me. “Nothing in there. 

Just her name: Jennie.”

“Nothing at all?”

Jenn shook her head. “Doesn’t know her last name, 

where she’s from, even why she’s got that scar.”

“Did Michael—”

“It doesn’t look like he did anything physical,” Jenn 

said. “But it was definitely intentional.”

“How so?” I didn’t know a whole lot about 

cloning, and I had to think about what was the right 

question to ask. “Is it the imprint? I mean, my mind? 

Did something go wrong?”

“I don’t think so.” Jenn looked at the wall screen. 

“Computer, declarative: display brain scans of  patient 

currently in main exam chamber.” The screen lit up. 

“Display brain scans of  patients Jennifer Fifteen, 

Jennie Nine, and Jenn Three. Comparative view.” I 

watched as the scans appeared. “Discontinue command 

interface.” A beep told us that the computer was no 

longer listening.

“What am I looking at, Jenn?”

Jenn slid off  the desk and pointed at Jennie Ten’s 

scan. “I’m not a scientist anymore, not like Jennifer 

Nine, but from what she told me, parts of  the 

imprint were blocked through what she calls primitive 

methods.”

“Primitive?”

Jenn’s finger traced dark spots on Jennie Ten’s 

scan, then indicated the same areas on the other three. 
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“Blocks,” she said. “Jennifer Nine believes something 

went wrong right after the imprint—if  you look at the 

size of  the blue area, compared to the others, Jennie 

Ten hasn’t had very much time to form new memories. 

Almost everything that was in there was from your 

original imprint.”

I cursed softly, under my breath. “Michael so 

insisted on the damned imprint. I wish I’d resisted.”

“If  you had,” Jenn said, smiling, “would you and 

Two be celebrating ten years together?”

“Probably not.” The thought of  Two never having 

existed hurt more than I’d thought; I’d loved Michael 

once, but now there was no room for anyone in my 

heart except Two. And my... what were they, anyway? 

Sisters? Daughters? Except for Two, who was my 

lover—and Jenn One, who had become my confidant 

and closest friend—they were just copies of  me. Or, 

at least, I tried to think of  them that way; it was easier 

than thinking about how many times Michael had 

replaced me.

I sighed. “Can Jennifer Nine do anything?”

“Jennifer Three’s going to try hypnotherapy first, 

but if  not, Jennifer Nine thinks there’s enough in the 

computers to guide her through imprinting a newly-

grown clone.”

“But Jennie Ten’s not newly-grown.”

Jenn shrugged. “Jennifer Nine thinks she’s only 

been out of  the tank for a day. Two at the most. She 

can clear Jennie Ten’s mind altogether with drugs and 

electrotherapy, then re-imprint her.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “That sounds like an awful 

lot of  maybes.”

“It is.” Jenn looked up again. “Computer, 

declarative: clear wall screen.” It went dark. 

“Discontinue command interface.” Then she waved 

toward the door. “Jennifer Nine wants the four of  us 

to talk about it, and put it to a vote. We can rehabilitate 

Jennie Ten as she is, but if  this doesn’t work...”

“If  it doesn’t work,” I said, following Jenn into the 

corridor, “then we’ve basically killed her.”

Jennifer Twenty-Seven

            Jennie Ten had been the key, and it had taken 

two months, with four more Jennifers and two more 

Jenns showing up in the meantime, to prepare.

“Remember,” Jennifer Nine said, leaning down 

over my bed in the medical center, “you won’t be able 

to move. If  the sedative wears off, try not to panic. It 

shouldn’t, but just in case.”

“That’s reassuring.” My hands clenched into fists, 

and I forced them to open. I had to relax. If  I was too 

keyed-up—if  there was too much alpha-wave activity 

coming from my brain—then whoever was controlling 

the liftship would know I was awake and might turn 

back.

That was how Michael did it: each clone was 

imprinted with sensitivity to a certain range of  

sound that put her into a catatonic state until it was 

shut off. Only I was immune, so I had to be awake 

to start our countermeasures. Every one of  the 

others had a program on her handheld that emitted 

a canceling sound, but I had to start it, and when the 

disabling sound stopped, I would have to shut off  

the countermeasures—the sound coming from the 

handhelds would make the others’ ears start to bleed 

and, shortly thereafter, their imprints would start to 

scramble. Without both sounds working in concert, 

the others wouldn’t survive.

Jennie Four had been our volunteer during that 

phase of  the testing. Her body was in a stasis drawer in 

the morgue. The only one of  us in thirty years to die.

Michael would pay for that. For exiling us, and for 

killing... well, when it came right down to it, for killing 

me. He’d nearly killed Jennie Ten as well, but he didn’t 

have it in him to do that kind of  violence. He’d just 

blanked her and shipped her down to the island after 

that first night.

Jennie Ten had told us about it the moment 

she’d woken up from surgery. She hadn’t been able 

to sleep that first night after Michael had had his way 

with her—and oh how I remembered our first night 

on the station and how good the sex had been—

had gone to the medical bay for a sedative, had seen 

a robot cleaning the cloning room, and then her 

natural inquisitiveness—my natural inquisitiveness, I 

supposed—had taken over. Michael had caught her, 



Port Iris Magazine22

but not before she’d learned the truth: she was the 

forty-fifth version of  me that Michael had grown in 

the past ten years.

“Jennifer?” Except for Two, they all called me 

Jennifer. Just Jennifer. A sign of  respect, I supposed, 

acknowledging that I was the first. “Are you ready?”

“Ready or not,” I said, “here I go.”

We were gambling, and I knew it. I could remain 

under for five days; one of  the clones held a dead-

woman’s switch, keyed to her brainwaves, and if  she 

went catatonic, I would be brought back. But it was 

our best chance. Jennifer Nine smoothed my hair back 

from my forehead and, still smiling my most tender 

smile, pressed the injector to my neck...

...and I was awake. The clock one of  the Jennifers 

had mounted to the ceiling told me that two days had 

passed. I remembered my instructions and took three 

deep, slow breaths, then sat up.

Jennifer Twenty-One was sitting beside my bed, 

eyes open and unfocused. I reached down and cupped 

her cheek, but she was catatonic, just as we knew she 

would be.

As they all undoubtedly were.

All I had to do was tell my handheld to activate 

countermeasures and they’d all wake up, but one thing 

we couldn’t know in advance was how much time we 

had between the catatonic state and the arrival of  

the next clone. Jenn One had suggested a four-hour 

window; one of  my REM cycles was four-and-a-half, 

which would give them—whoever they were; we still 

didn’t know—enough time to drop off  whoever had 

displeased Michael and get away before I woke up.

I left the medical center and walked briskly along 

the streets. I passed the fabrication center that, after 

the automation had failed, Jennifers Five and Twenty 

had been maintaining tirelessly to ensure we had food 

and raw materials. I passed the garden plot tended by 

the robots left behind when the island settlement had 

been evacuated fifty years ago. I passed the houses of  

my friends.

I passed my friends, standing in the street, 

unmoving, captured like the finest statues, and fought 

the urge to wake them early. I felt lonely even as I 

passed Jenns, Jennifers, and Jennies, and I hadn’t been 

lonely in ten years.

Finally the port came into view. I sat on the 

ground, just out of  sight, and told the computer, via 

my handheld, to display the feed from the camera we’d 

set up back when it was just Two and me.

It took an hour before anything happened. I saw 

the liftship slowly glide into position, its thrusters 

glowing white-hot, the acid sea burning red below 

them. It backed up, closer and closer, but I waited. 

We’d planned this. The Jennies had planned this. The 

Jennies, and the Jenns and the Jennifers; every single 

one of  us working together to escape.

The ground vibrated slightly. The port began to 

cycle.

“Computer, declarative,” I said. “Activate 

countermeasures.”

Everyone woke up in an instant. I couldn’t hear 

either the countermeasure or the signal, but I knew it 

was working. I could hear them all converging on the 

port. I got to my feet and joined Two as she passed, 

pulling her into a quick, fierce kiss before catching up 

with Jenn Eight and Jennifers Fifteen and Sixteen.

The port opened and an anti-gravity pallet floated 

out, piloted by a large, blocky robot. Someone was on 

it, asleep or unconscious, and as the Jennies advanced, 

it lowered her to the ground, far more gently than I’d 

expected.

I also hadn’t expected Michael’s voice to boom out 

of  the robot’s mouth-speaker. “Step back!”

“No chance!” shouted Jennie One, who was at 

the vanguard. “Let us onto the ship, let us get off  this 

island and move on with our lives, or we’ll take the ship 

by force and do it anyway!”

“No.” Michael’s voice sounded sad. Sad, and 

something else. Something that made me pull Two 

against the plascrete wall of  what had once been a 

sundry shop, back when this had been more than just 

a home for exiled versions of  myself. I whispered to 

my handheld the command to open the door; Two 

followed me inside, looking confused.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Something’s not right,” I said. “I can’t put my 
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finger on it, but something—” I heard Jennie call out 

the order to charge the ship, and then the horrifying 

sound of  blasters.

“Oh, no,” Two whispered.

I stepped around her and stared out the window.

The robot was firing bright beams of  light at the 

advancing women—at my sisters, my daughters, my 

friends—and they were being cut down where they 

stood. Some turned and ran, and a few managed to get 

out of  the way, but I couldn’t keep count. I couldn’t 

watch. I turned to Two and we collapsed to the floor 

together. I held Two, and she held me, and we waited 

for it to end.

And Then There Was Her

            Two was still as beautiful as ever—maybe 

she wasn’t as young as when my husband and I had 

come to Ongkanon VI, but she was still slender and 

her hair was as dark as her eyes were bright. I was sixty-

four; ten years had passed since the massacre. All that 

remained, including me, were eight Jennifers, three 

Jenns, and one Jennie. No one new had arrived in all 

that time, and Jenn Two guessed it was because he’d 

finally gotten one of  us to be the perfect woman for 

him.

I didn’t care. Not anymore. My dear, darling Jenn 

One was gone; her screams had been clear to me above 

all the others. Maybe we were all the same on some 

level, but Jenn One had been different, had been my 

best friend, and I missed her more than any of  the 

other forty-one who’d died that day. Jenn Two was… 

well, she wasn’t Jenn One, and I still got a pain in my 

chest and a lump in my throat when I thought of  her.

I was in the garden with Two—I’d banished the 

robots years ago—when I felt the gentle vibration of  

the ground that told me the liftship was back. We’d 

agreed, those of  us who’d survived, that if  it ever came 

back, we’d get the hell away from the port. I hoped the 

others remembered.

I met Two’s eyes and held out my hand; she took 

it and squeezed gently. “It’ll be okay, One. I won’t let 

anything happen to you.” Two—my lovely, loving 

Two—had become so much stronger. She was our 

leader now; I was just an old woman who lived in a 

colony of  clones, exiled for some imagined slight.

We knelt in the dirt and waited until the liftship 

uncoupled.

And then we heard the voice.

“It’s not me,” I said. “It’s not me, Two.”

“I know.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 

“Let’s go see who it is.”

Jennie Four was already there, talking to the 

newcomer. I pushed my way past the others, Two by 

my side. “Who are you?”

The woman was shorter than us, with flowing 

blond hair and pale green eyes and curves almost 

voluptuous enough to be called exaggerated. She gave 

me a nervous smile. “My name’s Mary,” she said. “Mary 

Davalos.” She looked from Two to Jennie Four, then at 

the others, clustered farther back. “I don’t mean to be 

rude, but where exactly am I?”


