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Praise for James Webster


“Funny, thought-provoking, heartbreaking, empowering, unique, and utterly wonderful, Heroine Chic contains every story I wish I’d heard as a little girl told in fairy-tale format. Witches, fairies, scientists, librarians, queens, superheroines, there’s something in each of these stories for everyone. From quiet little girls who make friends with monsters, to new twists on old and familiar faces, this is going to stay with you for a long, long time.”

–RK Summers,

author of The Old Ways

“At each page, I feel that tremulous bubbling sense of fitness, of wonder, that I remember having on reading Calvino’s Invisible Cities or Carter’s Bloody Chamber for the first time. This book is delicious.”

–Antonia GR,

reviewer

“Every part of this book is still relevant, still deep, and still jaw-droppingly beautiful.”

–I. Slipper,

reviewer

“If you’re not a short story reader but would like to be, if you love viewing humanity, love and power through new (broad, inclusive and supportive) lenses and if you are looking for something that nurtures your soul and is somehow so much bigger than the sum of its parts, then this is for you!”

–S. Opaque,

reviewer


For Ayrton.


Because hope should be more than patience with a haton.
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1.


Away From Home

The first time the band of survivors stopped to rest, they were somewhat surprised to see Suzy nailing a painting up on the charred wallpaper. Most of the buildings in that village were burned out wrecks, but they’d found one that still had walls and most of a roof. It was enough, at least, to allow them to attempt sleep without the fear of being out in the open, and with a thin barrier between them and the oppressive gloom of the ever-twilight.

Most of the group weren’t sure what to make of Suzy’s efforts. You would think, in dark times like these, that everyone would have their eccentricities. But the thing about hard times is: they tend to weed out any idiosyncrasies that don’t help you survive.

One member of the group piped up, in a voice more bemused than critical.

“Uh, we’re only going to be here for the night– well, for one sleep, you know…”

Suzy just smiled and made sure the painting was hanging straight.

She repeated this odd process at every shelter they found along the way.

And the group would quickly learn that this was not Suzy’s only strange habit.

For one, her bag was usually full of assorted luxuries like rugs and ornaments and art supplies, rather than the food and weapons most of the group prized. Even the group’s traders and tinkerers found her collection odd– so little of it had any barter value or could make anything practical.

Oh sure, she was good at whittling a wooden stake. As good as anyone. But she could more often be found applying her skills to reclaimed furniture.

And if a Leech tried to feed on them? Well then they were glad to have her on side, for she was as fierce as sunlight. But that wild fury was nothing compared to the vibrant, abstract, and violently beautiful paintings that she’d leave on the walls of their shelters.

“Why does she do this?” A small group asked Gerald, the man who had known her longest. “Isn’t it a bit of a liability?”

Gerald smiled warmly. “Oh, sure, it seemed that way to me at first, too… but have you ever noticed?”

“Noticed what?”

“We don’t get attacked when we rest.” Gerald gestured to the broken walls around them. “I’ve been with Suzy through a few groups like this, who all did things differently, and one thing is the same between all of them: if Suzy is with us, then whatever shelter we choose is safe.”

“You mean…?”

“Yep. That’s her particular kind of magic.” Gerald chuckled. “She makes a house a home. Enough to keep Leeches out.”

The survivors looked around them. They had to admit, the drapes and rug complemented each other beautifully.

Suzy said nothing as she finished off her latest mural, beautifully illuminated by a homemade lamp.

And the half-lit world was a little brighter.


2.


White Light

When Jemma saw the big white light, she knew immediately what it was.

And that’s why she started running the other way.

She emerged back into her body, gasping and shaking. Not that either behaviour did her any good, given her body no longer needed to breathe, and a bit of shaking was doing nothing to get her out of the coffin.

Indeed, for a considerable amount of time, it did not seem like she would get out of the coffin. For the weight of earth above her was crushing, and her stubborn reanimation had sadly failed to imbue her with any kind of supernatural strength.

But over the course of days, she felt as if she wore her fists to stubs as she pummelled the coffin lid to splinters.

Over the next week, she struggled up through the earth and felt the rough dirt strip the dry skin from her face.

She had been in fairly good nick when they buried her. But by the time she arose, she looked every inch the creature from beyond the grave.

And once she emerged, she looked around her, enjoyed a brief redundant breath, and tutted at the world in general.

Then she set to work– for she was likely to be on this planet for a very long time, and she was determined to care for it as if it were her own child. Indeed, after a few generations of fighting, campaigning and generally getting her claws into the clay of the world, you could certainly consider it to be, in some small way, her progeny.

[image: *]*

Many hundred years later, she sits in an armchair. It is as comfortable as anything is these days, given she has little left in the way of flesh to cushion herself.

“I suppose I only really have one question…” The interviewer says, idly drawing complex 3D doodles through their holo-pad. “How do you do it? When your body’s breaking down, how do you keep going? When everyone around you calls you a monster, how do you forgive them? When every generation repeats the mistakes of the last, how do you not despair? Forgive my bluntness but… why the hell haven’t you given up on us yet?”

Jemma pulls back the remains of her upper lip, revealing a rictus that could be generously described as a smile.

“Did I ever tell you what I saw when I died?”

“A great white light, wasn’t it?”

“There was… a little more to it than that.” Jemma no longer has eyelids worth closing, but her eyeballs slide back in her head and you can tell they weren’t seeing anything in this world. “First of all, it’s important to remember that dying sucks. It hurts. And it’s terrifying. And you will never feel so alone. But after that… yeah, it was a great, bright, white city. A gleaming white world. Full of shining, perfect people. I can still see them smile, and to know that smile was to know bliss. And I carry a little piece of that white light with me now.”

Her eyes swivel wildly before fixing unsettlingly back on the interviewer.

“And it makes me so fucking angry.”

“Angry?” The interviewer blurts out the word in a disbelieving snort.

“Can you picture it? A perfect world just on the other side of this one. And we don’t get to see it until we die? What the ever-loving flangepuppets?” It surprises the interviewer that the text-to-speech software even recognises that last word. “Whenever I start to doubt, I just think of that great white light. Because I’ll be damned– and I mean that quite literally– damned if the only perfect world I get to see will be one I had to die to get to. That version of reality is unacceptable to me. And I plan to cling on until the world matches my expectations.”

“So… it’s stubbornness then?” says the interviewer, not wanting to use a word quite as damning as ‘rage’ or ‘delusion’.

“Stubbornness? Oh no.” Jemma makes a wet sound through her ragged neck that’s the closest she can manage to laughter. “It’s hope.”


3.


Blank Slate

The problem with the Blank Slate(tm) is that it’s a misnomer.

Sure, on the surface it seems perfect. A couple who are having problems inscribe them on the slate’s shimmering surface and then wipe them away. Hey presto, away with all those pesky betrayals and indiscretions. Or, when you decide it’s time to part, you just write each other’s names and move on, baggage free.

But it rarely works out that way. The same problems inevitably resurface. Couples who had forgotten each other inexplicably find themselves railroaded into each others’ lives, despite the best efforts of their mutual friends to prevent those particular trains from wrecking again. We call it the ‘Eternal Sunshine’ effect.

You see, despite the best efforts of the field’s leading psycholomancers and warlocks of Psyche, true memory erasure is still beyond us. Perhaps it always will be. The mind is resilient and its programming runs deep. The subconscious has backups we can’t access and will almost always attempt to restore the lost data.

Why do you think we’re so careful using the blasted slates in medical environments? Trust me, the last thing you want is a trauma victim beginning to exhibit symptoms without any memory of the traumatic events.

So why do we still use them?

Well, for that I need to tell you a story.

I was performing an analysis on a unit returned by a couple who kept erasing each other and getting back together. I ran every divination and diagnostic I knew and couldn’t find a thing wrong with it. In desperation, I cracked it open.

Every wipe was preserved there, scored into densely packed layers of slate, like fossils in the earth or the life rings of a tree. It was beautiful. It refused to wipe anything at all– it was a backup. An external hard drive for their pain.

I probably shouldn’t have read it, but I couldn’t help myself. Their lives read like soap operas. Most fascinating of all was this: in each iteration of their relationship they remembered the lessons of the last. They were slightly kinder to each other. Their breakup more harmonious. Their feelings less frayed. The script of their imperfect lives that much closer to perfect.

I’m trying to convince HQ to rebrand the Slate as The Palimpsest: storing your pain until you’re ready for it.


4.


Bright

“I am going to devour you,” said the voice from the darkness. “But before I do, tell me your name. For I like to know the names of all those brave enough to enter my Labyrinth.”

“My name is Lucy,” said Lucy, keeping very still. In the breath after she had spoken, she could feel the eddies her words had made in the stale air as they traced patterns across her skin.

“You are brave, Lucy,” said the voice of what she could only assume was the Minotaur.

“Not brave,” she said. “Bright.”

“In a short while – for you only have a short while left – I believe you will reconsider how bright it was to get lost in my maze…”

She could smell the monster’s breath. It was rank, but also sweet. The way decay always was. Around the edges, the honey rot was cut with the reek of sweat layered over the musk of fur. She could feel the heat in the air that told her the creature was very close indeed. Part of her brain was screaming. She took a breath.

“Did you know that Lucy comes from the Latin ‘Lucius’?”

The presence in the darkness faltered. The pattern of its breathing changed ever so slightly. A little less predator and a bit more presence.

“I don’t really see the relevance, my little lunch-meat.”
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